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    This book is intended as a manual as much as a novel. Sitting in my hotel room bored one night while away on business I idly wondered, if there was a calamity, just how long it would take me to get home and what would I have to do to see my family again….  
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he meeting had ended early and David was nicely back in his hotel room by three thirty pm. Leisurely stripping off his shoes and tie, he flung them, then himself wearily onto the bed and dropped into a cosy half asleep. It had been a very productive, but also very tiring meeting. As was usual for this type of meeting, the clients wanted to add extra work to the project at no extra cost. So, most of the day had been spent reducing their expectations and slowly adding in the additional charges.  
 
    At 45 years old David was the head developer for an IT company specialising in business solutions. It was a job David would say was just as boring as it sounded, but secretly he thoroughly enjoyed designing and building complicated systems that no one else would understand. Being call Dave and being in IT was a complete pain in the ass, as it meant that he was quite frequently the brunt of the ‘is everyone in IT called Dave’ joke. A joke that he, with quite a bit of difficulty, usually ignored or if it was a customer smiled politely through tightly clenched teeth, all the while wishing the meeting was over.   
 
    Being away from home in Manchester was something that David was getting fairly used to, as it was now becoming almost a monthly occurrence. He still missed his family back home on the Kent coast, but the train ride wasn’t too bad. At least he had broadband, so he could work during the long journey and to be honest the Premier Inn hotel he was regularly staying at was right in the centre of Manchester, so it meant that he could simply walk to his meetings.  
 
    Laying the bed and staring without any real focus, David’s thoughts thickened, and he drifted away into a heavy sleep.    
 
    * 
 
    Waking with a start David wondered what the on earth the booming and the rattling noises were that had roused him from his pretty much instant and fairly, deep sleep.  
 
    Shaking his head to clear the cotton wool feeling, he looked at his watch, “Oh Great”, he said aloud as he realised that he’d dropped off to sleep for, at the most ten minutes.  
 
    David was still in his shirt and his suit trousers, which after his short nap were now in need of a good ironing. Although still groggy from the short but deep nap, he managed to roll himself over onto one arm and very slowly grab the TV remote control.  
 
    With sleepy eyes he pressed what he thought was always the start button on a confusing hotel remote a couple of times, but nothing happened, the TV refused to turn on.  Thinking he was probably an idiot, as he was still more than half asleep. David, with a grunt, slowly got off the bed and wandered over to the TV. His aim was to try and press the on button near the front of the TV unit. Achieving this he was once again surprised when nothing happened, the TV stubbornly refused to turn on. 
 
    “Perhaps it’s off at the wall”, he thought. Being a techie, he was quite used to IT support. Either through work or friends and family so he began to follow the wires from the back of the tv down the back of the cabinet.  “Nope that’s not it”, he said to himself seeing that the wall switch was turned on. 
 
    Too tired to give a shit, David gave up with the TV and turned back to the small table huddled in the corner of the hotel room. From there he grabbed his laptop and, opening it up he thought, “well if the TV’s not working then I’m definitely going to browse the internet instead”. 
 
    It didn’t take long before David was shaking his head again in confusion. He was pretty sure that he’d just closed the laptop and not turned it off when he’d left the meeting and to be honest, he was more than a little annoyed when it didn’t immediately start up. With a heavy sigh he, once again, hit a ‘so called’ on button, and once again there was no response from the so called ‘on button’. 
 
    Annoyed, a bit confused and ever so slightly concerned, David looked over at his mobile phone. The screen too was totally dark, but he rationalised that could be just because it hadn’t been used since he’d got back to the room. Try as he would he could not even slightly believe this himself and it gave him an even deeper feeling of dread as he walked over to the mobile.  
 
    “Really?”, he asked no one out loud, as his phone wouldn’t turn on.  
 
    Scanning the room David began, slightly frantically looking for any other electrical devices. The first one he spotted was the bedside alarm clock. This too had no display and was dark. He next tried his kindle, which as you would have guessed, also would not give a response.  
 
    “Oh god, oh god”, he panicked, as for a final test he crossed the room to the bathroom. Once there David flicked the switch to the lights on and off five, maybe six times, but the lights would not turn on.  
 
    Woodenly walking back to the bed David hesitated as he also realised that he could no longer hear the normally, ever-present humming of the air conditioning unit. For David this caused an involuntary shiver to track down the length of his back.   
 
    Running over to the window David stood, hands pressed flat against the glass, as he stared down at the city five stories below. Everywhere he looked there were cars littered over the streets and pavements, none of them were moving and quite a few of them had crashed into each other or even into buildings.  
 
    From his viewpoint he could see that a handful of the cars had unfortunately hit people, as there was loads of screaming, some people were splattered in blood and surrounded by helpers or just watchers.  
 
    It was a chaotic view, people were everywhere. Some looking under the bonnet of their, now stationary cars. Others just running along the streets, hurriedly trying to get to where they had to be. It was as close to chaos as David had ever imagined. 
 
    Glancing up into the distance, over the top of the hi-rise offices, David could just make out the edge of a wing.  Then a bit of fuselage and, unfortunately piles and piles of black smoke billowing up into the clear, late October sky. Judging from the amount of smoke, and also the position, David guessed it must be coming from the airport.   
 
    Looking at the carnage below his mind quietly and sluggishly went numb, as he thought about the poor people who were on the plane.  
 
    The plane that was now just an inferno of twisted wreckage and wasted lives. He guessed that the passengers last few moments aboard must have been truly horrific. With the loss of all electronics the plane would have literally dropped from the sky like a brick. The passengers would have had no warning or even an announcement from the crew to prepare to brace for impact, just the instant silencing of the engines followed by a nosedive into the ground as people screamed in terror until the very end.  
 
    Shaking his head and forcing his eyes from the billowing cloud of flames and black smoke that was once an airplane, and sadly people’s lives. David looked down to the street below shaking his head in fear. He began to think almost with a giggle that this was just like the disaster movies he’d loved to watch. Only this was brutally real and it was happening right now, right in front of him. 
 
    Unable to stop watching, it was almost like he was viewing a bad movie. David noticed that nobody appeared to know what to do or, even what the hell had happened. Mostly the people he could see were all staring around, somehow looking for answers in the streets or sky. Either that or asking each other questions that no one knew the answers to. 
 
    Even more scary for David, quite a few some were throwing up right there in the street.   
 
    Most of all though, from what he could see, there was a lot of being English. Mostly shaking of heads, shouting and gesturing towards mobile phones.  
 
    When David finally managed to drag himself from the gogglebox of the hotel window. He sat back down on the bed he’d been asleep in only a few minutes before, back when all he was thinking about was catching the next train home.  
 
    “EMP? Solar or nuclear?”, were the next thoughts that flashed through his head.  
 
    Most people would not even know what this thought meant, let alone have the thought flash through their heads, but David was not like most people. As his wife would quite easily testify. 
 
    Ever since he’d bought his first copy of Combat and Survival magazine from the local W H Smith newsagents at the age of about 11, David had been hooked on Survival and bush craft.  
 
    It was a hobby that had stayed with him for over thirty years and had lead him to learn an expansive range of interests and skills, most of which his wife again would just shake her head and say, “You’re weird” or “it’s not normal, that’s what people on TV do not what normal people do”.  
 
    Despite this he carried on learning and training and because of this his knowledge and expertise of the subject grew and grew. David knew and truly felt to his heart that in the event of a disaster, if you can have only one thing, then let that one thing be knowledge.  
 
    Sinking back down on the edge of the bed David was lost in thought, hoping his family was safe and desperately trying to work out how to get to them.   
 
    “David are you there?” followed by a loud knocking came from his room door, “David. David, David?” 
 
    “Yep I’m here, I’m just coming Scott”, he replied racing over to the door.  
 
    Scott, although originally from Chicago worked for the same company as David and they quite frequently attended various meetings together. They were quite different characters but got along very well, especially after a couple of ‘end of day’ beers.  
 
    Usually their rooms a little way apart or even on separate floors, but for a change Scott’s room was next door to David’s, which made it easier for them to meet up after the meeting. Tonight though, as the meeting was finally over they’d planned to get a cab together to the train station to head home. 
 
    “For fuck’s sake, I’ve just had to use the stairs all the way from the basement as the lift’s not working.  Oh my god have you seen what’s going on outside?”, Scott shouted before David had even had a chance to open the door to let him in.  
 
    “Shit, yes of course I have. What do you think it is?”, David asked warily, testing to see what Scott knew or what he was thinking, all without hopefully giving away any of his own thoughts. 
 
    “I’ve no idea, it’s like everything has stopped working.  Look even my watch isn’t working, my phones dead and I charged it earlier, my iPad, everything, nothing’s working!” 
 
    David looked down at his wrist. His watch was still working, but he knew the reason for that. It was mechanical and there was not a single electrical component in the self-winding device. For David this confirmed more than anything that what he was secretly fearing was correct. That there had to have been an EMP for all of these things to be happening. 
 
    Scott looked David straight in the eyes “You are always going on about prepping and all of that end of the world stuff when we go out for a beer, yeah? What do you think is happening? Why are the cars just sitting there?” 
 
    David took a deep breath, carefully mulling over his answer. In his mind he thought, “should I tell him what I think? Would it make any sense to him? Am I even right in what I think?” 
 
    “OK”, he sighed, “what do you think would cause everything to stop working?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but it’s scaring the shit out of me.” Scott said glancing out of the window, “Look down there, next to the two cars that have crashed into each other.  There’s a fight breaking out between those two drivers and, fuck me, look over there. How can the ambulance get to that girl with all the cars in the way” 
 
    “Scott”, David said carefully trying to get his attention, “The ambulance won’t come. It’s a car too and they don’t work” 
 
    “What? All cars don’t work?” 
 
    “Yes Scott”, David said as calmly as he could, “Almost all cars don’t work.”  
 
    “I know it looks crap, but it can’t be every car?” Scott answered turning away from the window and dropping down heavily into the single chair in the room.  
 
    Taking a deep breath once again David sat on the bed facing Scott. Clasping his hand together and hanging his head he started to speak “Do you know what an EMP is? An Electro Magnetic Pulse?” 
 
    “That’s one of those cool things they used in the Matrix movies to kill the other space ship isn’t it. Why the hell are you asking me about the matrix? You don’t honestly believe its aliens, do you?” 
 
    “Oh, for fucks sake Scott. No, I don’t think its aliens! Jeez, but it is like the movie. An EMP is a pulse of electrons that will cause the tiny circuitry in all modern electronics to be over loaded and short circuit. Well actually, it’s even the big stuff that’ll be shorted out, but let’s start with this. Look you’re a techie so you should get this. If you can imagine how small the wires and the other bits and bobs in your mobile phone actually are and they only get a very, very tiny bit of electricity passing through them. Well now imagine if they got one thousand times that amount, it’s still not a lot but it’s more than they can take and it would fry some of the circuits and because one bit isn’t working means that the whole phone won’t work” 
 
    Scott stared hard at David as he continued “Now try to imagine that happening to every single electronic device on this side of the planet and that Scott is what I think is happening.”     
 
    Scott bobbed his head as he took in the new information.  “You can’t be serious? How?” he asked as he processed the details. 
 
    “Well yes, I am serious. You see as far as I know there’s only two main reasons for an EMP and unfortunately neither of them is any good.” Trying not to strike a teachers pose, David continued. 
 
     “Firstly, a major solar flare or a ‘mass coronal ejection’ which basically sends electrons into the earth’s atmosphere, a bit like the northern lights but much, much worse. Or” he paused “the other option is a nuclear bomb, but not like the ones you’ve seen on TV with mushroom clouds, fallout, shock waves and shit. No, this would have to be detonated in the atmosphere, way above the ground, to create and EMP.”  
 
    David was enjoying explaining to Scott what he thought had happened, it was a relief to get it out as most of his adult life he had been thinking about this kind of scenario.  
 
    However, in an instant the fun he’d hoped for at the end of the world shattered and disappeared as the distance from his wife and kids finally struck home to him. 
 
    Looking up from studying his clenched hands David said, “I don’t know which one it could be, coronal ejection or bomb, could be either, but at this point we will probably never know” 
 
    Scott looked shocked as he replied “You mean someone pressed the button? It’s a nuclear war, shit! Has Chicago been hit? My Mom, my Dad do you think they are they OK?” 
 
    “No. No you’ve not listened. Please, please just calm down a fraction and I’ll explain again.” 
 
    “No.” Scott retaliated “You calm down, I need to find out what’s happened and, I get what you’re saying, but I need to know if you’re right or not” 
 
    “Where you going then?”, David asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, I’ll ask at reception for the nearest police station, the US consulate or something” 
 
    “Scott, if it’s what I think it is, you won’t get any answers from the police. There is no US consulate in Manchester and to be honest how’s reception going to help you?” 
 
    “I need to know what’s going on. What are you going to do just sit here?”  
 
    “Ok, fine, I’ll come with you and take a look around. See what I can see”, David quickly replied, “but we’ve only got an hour or so before it gets dark and I suggest that we’re back here before then. Is that good?” 
 
    Scott nodded and headed out of the door. Pausing to slip his shoes and suit jacket on David knelt down to wedge in a magazine between the door and the frame. “In case it locks behind us” he said as Scott looked on quizzically. 
 
     It took them only a minute to find the fire escape and with the power out a further two or three minutes to climb down the stairs to the ground floor.  
 
    Reception was deserted as Scott and David entered through the fire door. Everyone appeared to be out at the front of the building, wildly shouting and angrily gesturing to anyone who looked likely to be in charge.  
 
    David could clearly see, through the revolving glass entrance door, a group of guests in a circle around a very harassed and very young-looking receptionist. Her face was tight with a mixed cocktail of fear, confusion and anger. 
 
    “No, I don’t know what’s going on any more than you do. So please stop asking me” she said to the crowd as a tear started to well in her eye.   
 
    At twenty-two, apart from her line manager, Rachael was one of the oldest members of staff in the hotel. Regrettably, this was to be her last job in England as her visa was due to expire next week. Then it was finally back to Australia and a chance to see her family again.  
 
    Being on a working holiday visa was tough and as it was coming to its end, Rachel had only taken this job as no one else would employ her for the remaining couple of weeks left. Although, bad as the hours were, it was slightly better than the alternative, bar work. 
 
    One rather large business man, huffing, puffing and desperately clinging on to his suitcases, began shouting at her. He was demanding to be given a cab so that he could get to the airport as he was going to miss his plane. While next to him a very pretty, young girl, wearing a tight blue dress, also started screaming at her that she needed a taxi. She frantically claimed that her need was greater as she needed to get to her sister’s hen night as she was already late and was going to be missing out. Just to make matters worse for Rachael a fat business man staggered over to the side of the building and began throwing up, obviously drunk he kept retching until he sank to the pavement in his own sick. 
 
     “I don’t think you’re going to get any directions from her”, David said as the young receptionist spun round and ran back inside, quickly disappearing round the back of the hotel’s reception desk. 
 
    Shaking his head Scott turned and followed her, pausing to knock on the door she had just disappeared through. 
 
    “Go away. I can’t help”, screamed the receptionist through the closed door. 
 
    “Sorry I just wanted to check you were OK.” Said Scott turning the handle and stepping into the room, “I saw what happened outside and thought I would check on you” 
 
    It was a tiny office room that Scott found himself in, with filing cabinets covering most walls and heavily crossed out work rota charts covering the remaining walls. Printers and computers occupied one half of the desk, behind which sat the receptionist tears streaked down her pretty face making her make up run in dark lines.  
 
    “Thank you” she said standing up, “They all think I have the answers, but I just work here. My managers disappeared and I don’t know where. The chef’s gone too. Do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “Scott”, he said extending his hand, “and no, I’ve no idea. My friend out there thinks he knows, but I was going to go find the nearest police station and talk to someone.” 
 
    The young receptionist’s eyes light up as she stood to shake Scott’s outstretched hand, “Can I come? It’s Rachel by the way, my name I mean.”  
 
    “Umm yeah sure”, Scott said smiling back at her, “Let’s go join my friend David and go see what’s going on” 
 
    “Not out the front door” said Rachel shaking her head “They’ll just start shouting at me again, there’s a back door that we use over here” 
 
    Rachel pointed to a worn fire exit over in the far corner of the room. The release bar scratched and dented over the years from continual use by the hotel staff. “Let’s go this way” 
 
    Opening the door back into the hotel lobby Scott replied “Ok, I’ll just go get David” 

Scott quickly explained to David how Rachel wanted to come along, and she knew where the police station was. He also explained how they were going to use the staff exit to get away from the angry guests out front.  
 
    The scene in the front of the hotel was slowly escalating as more and more of the guests started arguing with each other. The large businessman had taken off and was slowly trundling down the pavement in the rough direction of the airport, his wheelie case bouncing and bumping along behind him. David turned away as one thick set man lunged at what looked to be the hotel porter, quickly closing the door to the back office with a soft click. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
   R achel was holding the back, fire escape, door open as Scott and David came back into the office room. 
 
      
 
    “Which way to the police station?” Scott asked. 
 
    “It’s about ten minutes’ walk this way”, Rachel replied pointing up the street.  
 
    David smiled at Scott, “Ok you won, you got the receptionist to show the way to the police station” 
 
    Exiting the back, delivery area of the hotel the three of them turned right and started to walk along the road. People were still trying to start their cars and most appeared reluctant to abandon them, even though every car in the street was stationary.  Car bonnets were up and engines were being stared at while heads were scratched.  Kids safely strapped into car seats were screaming as harassed mums kept turning keys and shouting for them to be quiet. 
 
    “This is just the start”, muttered David as they walked down the road, weaving in and out of the stationary cars. 
 
    “What’s just the start?” asked Rachel striding down the road after him in her smart hotel uniform. 
 
    “This, all of this. Enjoy civilisation for the last time in a very long while”, he replied with a sour look on his face. 
 
    Rachel look at him quizzically “Scott here says you think you know what’s going on, do you?” 
 
    “Rachel, I’m pretty sure I know exactly what’s going on. Scott doesn’t quite believe me” 
 
    “Go on then, tell me” she demanded 
 
    David again went through the EMP description and scenario, but this time with more conviction as he was now more convinced that this was what was happening to everyone. At the end Rachel turned to him and just nodded  
 
    “My dad back home used to talk to us about stuff like that too” was all she said before closing her lips so tightly that they went white around the edge. 
 
    Scott looked over at David and just shook his head. 
 
    In silence the three of them continued to walk amongst the carnage that was now Greater Manchester. Ten minutes turned into twenty as they had to negotiate through the cars, buses, trams and just the huge volume of people walking. Finally, Rachel turned a corner and pointed up towards the left-hand side of the street.  
 
    “Just up there” She said 
 
    “What, where that great big crowd is?” asked David. 
 
    “Yep” was her only reply. Her face sullen, with her look introverted. 
 
    Again, Scott looked over to David, who was looking quite distressed, as Scott nodded for him to take the lead. Walking up to the large crowd, probably 300 strong, all he could hear was a mixed cacophony of raised voices all trying to say something at the same time but drowning each other out in the din.  
 
    David looked to Scott “Not sure about this” he said as his instincts and training started to ring alarm bells.  
 
    “Man let’s just see what we can see” Scott replied. 
 
    At the centre of the crowd stood a single police officer. His shoulders had enough silver braiding on them that anyone would know he was important.  However, he was not alone though, as holding the crowd back were between twenty and thirty officers in full riot gear. Their Perspex shields up and their batons raised David’s thoughts flashed back to the pole tax riots of eh 80’s. Linking arms, they presented a formidable barrier against the crowd which were pressing, heavily forward to be heard.  The lone office at the centre was having a hard time being heard above the noise of the crowd, so instructed the riot police to start banging their shields with their batons. 
 
    Bang, bang, bang went the police, wood on Perspex.  
 
    “Right” the office said as almost immediately the crowd was shocked into silence, “We have no more information than you have, but I strongly suggest that you all return to your homes as quickly as you are able to. I further suggest that you watch your TV’s or listen to your radios to find out what to do next. That is all. Now please move along” 
 
    For a few dead seconds nothing happened and he turned, a job well done, to head back into the police station. 
 
    Then the crowd erupted.  
 
    “How do I get home my cars not working?” shouted one lady, “None of the trains are working” shouted another voice, “I live in London, how am I meant to get home?” shouted another. 
 
    “Please clam down and head back to your homes or hotels and watch the news for further updates” replied the officer as loudly as he could. 
 
    “Scott, we should get away from here now”, David whispered, “This is about to become real bad” 
 
    With that the crowd outside the police station as one started demanding answers and began surging forward towards the single office.  
 
    “Everyone back off now, back off” he shouted fear starting to show on his face. 
 
    “They’ve got no idea what’s happening” David muttered, grabbing Scott by the arm and Rachel by the hand. “Come on let’s go, this is going to get bad” he said dragging them both away and down the road. “Run. Run now” he shouted as they reached the corner.   
 
    Back at the police station the crowd, still screeching for an answer, any answer, started to push hard against the police cordon. They responded as they were trained to do by pushing back. People fell, and those behind continued to push forward as they had no option because those behind them were pushing forward. This was enough for the lone officer in charge, he’d had enough and by the look of him he was scared for his life. So, shouting to be heard he ordered his police to clear the way back to the station’s door and safety.  
 
    At his orders batons started to swing, riot shields were thrusted and many of the front line of the crowd went down, blood oozing from noses and foreheads until finally one by one the terrified police backed their way into the station door and slammed it closed. 
 
    Rachel, Scott and David were already running down the street, making their way towards the rear of the hotel, huffing and puffing with the exertion.  Once back at the rear of the hotel Scott, David and Rachael stopped to catch their breath. Scott bent over, hands on knees sucking in lungsful of air while Rachael, still in her hotel uniform, blond hair tied back in a ponytail, sat down on the step heavily trying to catch her breath. 
 
    Walking up to the door David checked to see if it was still open. “It’ll be dark soon”, He said looking up at the sky, “we should get ourselves comfortable. It’s going to be a long cold night with no heating or lights.” 
 
    “Come on you two let’s get back inside” he said opening the door. 
 
    Scott and Rachael, still breathing heavily from the run, slowly dragged themselves up after David’s retreating frame.  
 
    Once they were safely back inside David turned to Rachael and asked “Do you live near here? Would you like us to help you home?” 
 
    “No, I live in a flat over in Greenfield; it’s about forty minutes via Oldham on the bus. Ah, that’s going to be a problem isn’t it?” she replied worriedly biting lower lip. 
 
    “That’s about twenty, twenty five miles from here then”, noted Scott as they entered back into the small office through the fire escape. 
 
    “Average walking pace is about three miles per hour”, injected David, “so you’re looking at six to seven hours, but with all of that going on outside, getting across the city is going to take much longer. I’d say closer to double that. Then add in that it’s going to be dark soon and you’d be lucky to get home before, say the day after tomorrow.” 
 
    Rachel’s face dropped as the shock of this information registered and a tear began to form in the corner of her eye. 
 
    Scott stepped up to Rachel and said “Don’t worry, we’ll all stay here tonight, and I’ll make sure you get home the day after tomorrow. OK? Like in the morning, alright?” 
 
    Nodding with gratitude Rachael thanked Scott gave him a hug. 
 
    “Right come on then you two” David said, “we’d better get ourselves sorted out. I’m thinking we head back upstairs to the top floor, where luckily our rooms are. That way we will have a good view of what’s going on and we can block all the doors on the way up from the inside.” 
 
    “Ok. Why?” asked Rachel, “I mean why block the doors?” 
 
    “We need to protect ourselves from intruders. Anything can happen tonight, and after what we saw earlier, the police won’t help. As you saw, I reckon they’re just as scared as we are.” 
 
    Pausing David added “Have you seen ‘The Purge’? because that’s what were in” 
 
    “Oh” was all she replied, wide eyed.  
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit extreme mate?” Scott asked, “I mean it’s only been a few hours since, whatever this shit is happened, do you really think we’re going to get attacked tonight?” 
 
    Shaking his head David replied “Probably not, but I don’t want to take any chances. If we get hurt who’s going to help? There’s no ambulances working at the moment and the hospital is halfway across the city. I don’t think we should have any lights on either, as that’s just going to attract people.” 
 
    Smiling, hopefully trying to reassure them, he continued “Right let’s see what we can find. Rachael can you take us to the hotel store rooms please?” 
 
    “Sure”, she replied nervously glancing at the door, “but we’ll have to go through the lobby to get there” 
 
    “We’re going to have to do that to get upstairs anyway buddy” commented Scott. 
 
    “I’ll go first and take a look around” David said as he opened the lobby door just a crack.  
 
    Peering out he could see that the lobby was clear and the crowd that had earlier gathered out the front of the hotel were gone.  
 
    Stepping out from the office he glanced through the glass entrance doors and noticed that, on the pavement outside, a large pool of blood was slowly congealing. Not his problem he thought. 
 
    Giving the all clear to the others David let Rachel take the lead and silently they all began walking along a side corridor. 
 
    Instinctively Rachel tapped her access code into the control panel as they reached the storeroom door.  It was a couple of seconds before she realised that this too wasn’t working. Slightly embarrassed she turned back and asked “Um, how are we going to get in if the lock’s not working?”     
 
    “Ha! hadn’t thought of that”, Replied David trying to work out an answer, “Don’t suppose you know where there are any tools or stuff like that we could use?” 
 
    Rachel shook her head and pointed to the door “Everything’s in there” 
 
    “Kick it in?”, volunteered Scott, “You’re the martial arts expert” 
 
    “I could try, but by the looks of it I would guess that it’s reinforced. Not even I can get through that” 
 
    Before David knew it, Scott had taken a long run up and threw himself, shoulder first at the door. It didn’t budge.  Rubbing his shoulder as he walked back Scott tried again. Still the door remained closed. 
 
    “Stop, you’re going to hurt yourself” David said, “there must be something round here we can use” 
 
    Pointing to the door Rachel said “Everything’s in there, we keep everything locked away from the customers, so they don’t steal anything”   
 
    “Shall we head back to our rooms then?” enquired Scott 
 
    “In a minute,” David said, “I want to check out the kitchen first. Rachel is it likely to be locked too?”  
 
    “I’m so sorry David, but we have to lock everything up, otherwise and I’ve seen it, we get drunken customers nicking anything. If only Steve was here.”  
 
    “Who’s Steve?”, David asked 
 
    “He’s my line manager, he’s the one in charge here and he’s got the keys to the outside doors to the kitchen and store room too” She replied 
 
    Taking a mental note that there were also outside doors to try David huffed and said “What do you guys reckon shall we head up now?” 
 
    Scott and Rachel both agreed and headed back to the lobby, closely followed by David. 
 
    Reaching the lobby Rachel asked if they could both wait a couple of seconds while she grabbed her handbag from behind the desk.  As she rounded the long wooden desk a voice shouted out 
 
    “Hey, you. I can’t get into my room” 
 
    Turning to the sound Rachel spotted a young man running up to her, his crimson face outlined by the tribal tattoo’s disappearing from his neck under his shirt. “I want to see the manager now.” He shouted angrily. Rachel took an involuntary step back and stammered in her best hotel service voice “Sorry sir, but everyone else has just gone and I, I have no ability to get you into your room” 
 
    “Look, I demand to see the manager or someone in charge” he said again icily staring at Rachel, “Or so help me god I’m going to smash this place up, including you” 
 
    David stepped forward and rested his hand on the young man’s shoulder. 
 
    “He’s disappeared”, David said calmly as the young man turned to face him, “She’s all that’s left and can’t help. So why don’t you stop shouting at her and we’ll all try to get you into your room?” 
 
    “Fuck you”, the guy replied pushing David’s hand away “All my stuff is in there and someone’s going to get me in or else.” 
 
    “Oi leave her alone” chipped in Scott furiously glaring at the young guy 
 
    David stepped closer and confidently said “I suggest you leave her alone and sort yourself out mate.” 
 
    Staring from Scott to David the angry young guest took a couple of seconds to size the situation up and, spinning on his heels, stormed off finally leaving them alone. Sighing with relief Scott caught Rachel’s eye. She gave him a tight but grateful little smile as they followed the earlier route back down the side corridors that eventually lead to the fire escape and back up to David and Scott’s rooms. 
 
    The light was quickly disappearing in the late autumn day, dusk was heavily setting in, and with no lights in either the hotel or outside it gave everything a slightly monochrome feel, almost like an old silent move. Against this backdrop Rachel, Scott and David climbed up to the first floor.  
 
    “I’m going to get us to knock on each door to see if anyone’s in” David told them “they might need help, but also this way we won’t have any one creeping up on us tonight in the dark. There are only about ten rooms on this level so, Scott you take the doors to the front and I’ll take the ones at the back”  
 
    Working their way down the corridor they slowly began to knock and loudly ask if there was anyone in the room, a couple of the doors were open. So, these rooms were easily checked. It took them over an hour to check each of the five levels and then block the fire escapes at each end of the corridors, so they were all glad to finally get to the top floor.  
 
    On the top floor no one had answered their knocks or calls but outside a couple of rooms either David or Scott were convinced that they had heard some movement. They lingered for a while at these rooms but there was no answer after repeated calling and knocking. Rachael was not surprised that there were so few people about, as she explained to David and Scott that the hotel was barely occupied at the moment. 
 
    Once they were all finally back up on the top floor. David suggested that it might be easier if they all headed over to his room, as he was quite sure it would be open as he’d wedged a magazine between the door and the frame to stop it closing. On the way they passed Scott’s room which they could clearly see was firmly locked shut. 
 
    “Shit, should have thought about wedging it open like you did” said Scott to David as he shook his head “never even gave it a thought as I ran over to yours” 
 
    “Hey, it’s no problem, we’ll check out how the lock on my door works and then we should be able to work out how to get into your room, OK?” 
 
    Scott gave a quick nod and a thankful smile back as they now found themselves entering David’s room.  
 
    It was getting quite dark now as the dusk turned to night and a large cloud base moved in to obscure the waning three quarter moon that could have helped with a little light.  Gradually, as the clouds moved across the dark sky, they were echoed by a slow patter of rain gently hitting the windows of the darkened room. 
 
    “It’s raining” Scott said out loud    
 
    “Yep” replied David, “and that’s a good thing, as it will reduce the people out and about tonight” 
 
    Rachael looked puzzled and asked David what he meant. 
 
    Looking from Scott to Rachael he said “Guys it simple if it rains then more people will say indoors, so there’s less people wandering about and the less people wandering about the safer we’ll be” 
 
    With that he quickly crossed the room and opened the mini bar. Reaching inside he grabbed a handful of the miniatures from inside the fridge door and then offered them to both Rachel and Scott 
 
    “Guys, tonight” he paused thinking “and possibly tomorrow night are going to be the last nights when anyone can relax at all and probably not have to be on guard. So, my friends and new friends, drink up and enjoy! As this is not quite New Year’s Eve but hey it’s probably New World Eve” 
 
    With that he unscrewed the top of the Morgan’s spiced rum miniature and, toasting them both saying “To getting home as quickly as possible” he drank the lot in two swift gulps.  Scott looked at Rachael, who looked back at him with a shrug and a smile as she began unscrewing her miniature. They then both clicked bottles and drained the contents. 
 
    David sat down on the bed before chuckling and saying “Hey Scott. Do you know it’s only been four and a half hours since we were in our meeting?” 
 
    “Unreal” He replied back grabbing the last three miniatures from inside the fridge door “here you go” he said throwing a small bottle each to Rachel and David.  Standing up, bottle in hand, he wandered over and stared out of the window. With a population of over 2.5 million Manchester was the UK’s second largest city but tonight where there should have been thousands of people out having fun there was virtually nothing. Scott could see at the most a couple of people scurrying like rats here and there. Further away he could see one or maybe two lights flickering in the distance, but apart from that it was total darkness everywhere. With a combination of fear, shock and disbelief Scott stepped back from the window and slumped heavily in the nearest chair.  
 
    “Ok super survivor,” he said looking at David “tell me again what the fuck is going on?” 
 
    “Scott, I don’t know.” David said flatly “I’m just guessing using what I know, and the biggest clue is my watch, it’s still working and yours isn’t. Look” he said wandering over to Scott who was still slumped in one of the two chairs in the room “My watch is one hundred per cent mechanical and it’s working. Your watch is not it’s electronic and not working, which, is just like everything electrical in here. Seriously check everything electrical and you’ll see it’s fucked.” 
 
    Pausing to take a slug from the bottle Scott threw over to him, David continued “So it’s got to be an EMP. I don’t know if it solar or nuclear but at this point it doesn’t matter. The results are the same. If it’s solar, then depending on the duration from a quarter to all of the world will be affected. If nuclear then someone’s fucked us up on purpose and we can expect some serious shit soon.” 
 
    Walking over to the bathroom David reached over and carefully put the plug in the bath, he then turned the cold tap on fully.  
 
    “No! I’m not having a bath” he grinned, “We’ve still got water pressure here for a while so I’m filling the bath and the sink with water so we’ll be able to drink clear, clean water” 
 
     “Impressed” Scott said raising his slightly drunk eyebrows. 
 
    “You know this has happened before?”, David replied “Yep, in the mid eighteen hundreds. If I’m right, then this is very, very similar to something called the Carrington Event. Named after a guy down in London who first spotted it. The thing is that back then the only technology they had was telegraph, so there wasn’t much to go wrong. The Solar flare that caused the EMP back then did manage to blow up most of the telegraph lines. Hey, there were even reports of the telegraph lines being on fire. My guess is that something like this happens every few hundred years, it’s just that before now there was nothing that could be affected, so no one noticed.” 
 
    “Right so, let me get this right, you think this has happened at home” Rachael asked with tears forming in her eyes 
 
    David could see Rachael, young as she was, was afraid for her family and as such tried to put a positive slant to his response “You mean Australia? Well it’s possible that it’s not happened there, like I said it would depend if it’s the sun or a nuke. If it’s a nuke then your family should be ok. As long as whoever set the nuke off didn’t hate Australia too. If it’s solar flares, then again possibly not. It would depend on the duration of the flares, but the Carrington effect lasted for two days so if it’s like that then it would affect them, but to a lesser extent as the power of the flare could have died down toward the end.”  
 
    Fearing for her family Rachael’s mood fully swung from one extreme to the other as David explained his thoughts. In the end, thinking of her Dad made her giggle a little, she could just imagine her Dad in his element carefully guarding the family and providing for them like a real Aussie bloke should do. 
 
    “Anyway” David said sensing Rachael’s fears subsiding a little, “let’s see if we can get into Scott’s room. Looking at this lock here on my door I reckon a good, hard kick about here would get us in. What do you think?” 
 
    Nodding and glancing at the door lock the three of them entered the corridor and began to wander down the dark, silent corridor to Scott’s room. Luckily it was only five or six rooms from David’s, it could easily have been two floors below as they had booked at different times. Once outside his room David gave a hefty kick and the door flew open with a smattering of splintered wood.  Smiling at each other at their success in getting the door open, Scott entered first into the dark room and swiftly proceeded to open the curtains to let in what little light the stormy night offered. Wandering over to the bathroom he then put the plugs in the sink and the bath and turned the taps on to full.  
 
    “Grab your stuff and then head back to my room, we’ll use my room as the door is still Ok and that’ll giving us some protection” David said croakily, “I’m suddenly not feeling too well so I’ll meet you back there” 
 
    “You OK?” Asked Scott as he searched the almost black room 
 
    “Yeah, just fell a bit queasy” Replied David as he left the room. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
   S cott began searching his room for anything he thought might be useful while Rachael sat on the corner of the unmade bed quietly watching him.  
 
    Now that they were alone Scott stopped his search and, turning to Rachael, asked the question he’d been wanting to ask since they had first met “So, have you got a boyfriend?” 
 
    Blushing slightly Rachael turned and replied “Yes, but he’s a jerk and as I am heading back home in a couple of weeks, so I’ve pretty much dumped him.” 
 
    Cocking his head to the side Scott replied with a grin “Pretty much or not quite yet?” 
 
    “Ok. I was going to dump him, but not just yet.  Now after all of this” She said gesturing all around, “I… I don’t think I’ll see him again, as I’ve no idea where he is and to be honest, I’m not too bothered. As I said he was kind of a jerk.” 
 
    Scott let out a laugh as he continued to search his room for useful items, quickly giving up after less than five minutes of looking. “I’ve nothing useful” he sighed dropping the search, “I’ll meet you back in David’s room in a couple of minutes. I’m going to get changed” 
 
    Laughing Rachael replied, “Can’t I watch?” before she quickly disappeared around the door.  
 
    It was very dark in the corridor and Rachael was quite nervous as she carefully felt her way back to David’s room.  “How you feeling she asked?” as she entered his room. 
 
    “A bit rough and a bit sick to be honest” he replied slowly, “How about you?” 
 
    “Yeah I feel a bit queasy too actually, but apart from that I’m just a bit chilly, there’s no heating on so I’m feeling like an Australian in the UK.” 
 
    Grinning at this David grabbed a jacket and handed it over to Rachael “Here you go put this on. You can also have my jogging pants and a t-shirt too if you want?” 
 
    “That would be great thanks” She replied slipping the jacket over her shoulders, “It will be nice to get out of this skirt and the rest of this bloody hotel uniform, but jogging pants and high heels went out of fashion in the 80’s I think!” 
 
    “High heels and jogging pants?” asked Scott as he too felt his way in the darkness back into David’s room, “What’s that all about? Jeez it’s dark in here.” 
 
    Rachael laughing, explaining to Scott that she was more than happy to wear David’s clothes to keep warm but there was no way with her size five feet that she would fit into men’s shoes. So, she’d still have cold feet.  Scott looked quite worried about this but had no simple answer for her. 
 
    David cleared his throat and both Rachael and Scott turned to listen 
 
    “Ok, guys. I hope you both will finally agree that things are not right?” He said staring from one to the other in the darkness, they both nodded, and he continued “Good, because I believe that the shit has truly hit the fan and if you want to get through this at all then you both need a crash course in survival. This is something that has taken me almost thirty years to learn and I desperately need to get back to my family as soon as I can, God know what’s going to happen to them. So, do you want this or am I just wasting my breath?” 
 
    “Man,” Scott replied, “nothing is right and you’re the only one making any sense at the moment, so for now I’m in.” 
 
    Rachel looked up from studying her clenched hands carefully folded in her lap “Look, I’m all alone here, thousands of kilometres from home. There are dead people in the road and nothing works, so hell yeah I’m in too.” 
 
    Scott could see that Rachael’s lip was quivering as she fought back tears while saying that. “Poor girl” he thought, “it must be so tough to be so far from home with no one to call family”. Standing a little closer to her he put his arms protectively round her and gave her a hug. Looking up, smiling, and blinking her eyes to stop the tears Rachael returned the hug. She was glad to have someone right now that wanted to help her. 
 
    David looked relieved “Ok, first thing then is that we have a limited window of opportunity. Sounds dramatic but tomorrow we need to get as far away from the centre of Manchester as possible. “ 
 
    “I’m guessing that a limited window means a short time, but why do you say that?” Rachael asked with an intent look “We’re safe here for now and eventually things will start to get better” 
 
    “I understand what you’re saying,” David answered as he sat down on the floor, wiping the sweat that had been collecting on his forehead. “and well, at the moment most people are just like you too. They will still believe that things will return back to normal in the morning and they are probably in their homes, in the dark right now having a cold meal.”   
 
    Staring back up at them he continued “So, come tomorrow night there’s going to be not quite chaos but as close as because things won’t have changed, and people will be very, very scared.” Taking a deep breath, he continued “So then by the next night after that it will be total anarchy with no police or authority anywhere and petrified people running riot or worse.” 
 
    Again, Rachel was first to ask, “What’s your definition of worse then?” 
 
     “With no police, cameras or law, a lot of people will suddenly find that… Well, let’s just say that they can enjoy themselves like never before.  So, we have that to contend with if we stay here, but we also have a food issue along with everyone else and I mean every single person in Manchester will be looking for food and water.” 
 
    Taking a breath and looking from one to the other David continued and asked then both “do you know that all supermarkets nowadays have literally no stockout apart from what’s on the shelves?  They have a system that means no stock, but a constant supply based on what’s been sold, it’s called ‘just in time’ delivery. So, the cars and trucks no longer work and that now means no more deliveries. What’s there right now in the shops is all that we’re going to get. No more food is going to be supplied until computers and trucks work again. So, take a good look out of the window and tell me when you think that’s going to be?” 
 
    Turning to Scott David continued “Right now, here in this hotel, we’re in the middle of millions of people. All of which will be out looking for food and resources in a few days. That’s why we need to get out now. To beat the rush, as it were. Does that make any sense guys?”   
 
    Rachael look even more frightened than earlier after listening to David but both she and Scott nodded their understanding allowing David to continue. 
 
    “Good, I’m not trying to scare you but you both have to understand the realities of the situation which helps you to be prepared”  
 
    “Ok, let’s start simply for your first survival lesson. It’s the rule of three.”  David said holding up three of his fingers, “This means that in an extreme situation like this you can only survive three minutes without air, otherwise you’d suffocate;  you can only survive three hours without shelter otherwise you’d die due to hypothermia; it also means three days survival without water, and that’s probably the most important one here and finally three weeks without food.”  
 
    Pausing for a couple of long breaths so it could sink in to Rachael and Scott he then continued “I’d also like to add one more thing to the rule of three that is not usually mentioned, and that’s the three times calorie rule. Simply put, you need to get three times more calories from whatever food you hunt or collect than the calories you spent trying to get it.”   
 
    “That’s a lot of threes” Scott joked. 
 
    David began laughing back at Scott’s joke but very suddenly stopped. Standing up rapidly he put his hand to his mouth, his eyes began to bulge, and he began to gag whilst he ran, as best he could in the darkened room, to the even darker bathroom.  Once there David started gasping for breath and started violently retching as he let loose into the toilet bowl most of the contents of his stomach.   
 
    Shocked at the sudden turn of events Scott and Rachael both jumped up and followed him into the bathroom.  
 
    Kneeling down next to David, Rachael slowly and gently began rubbing his back while she quietly asked if he was alright. Unable to do anything but suck in deep breaths, in between vomiting, David only shook his head. Scott, unable to really help stood in the doorway watching and giving supportive sounds, all the while trying not to throw up himself at the sounds and smell coming from David.  
 
    Scowling back at Scott. Rachael continued to stroke David’s back and offer him sympathetic sounds as she watched while he continued to violently try to vomit into the toilet bowl.  Scott just couldn’t watch, as it was making him fell ill, so slowly he backed into the bedroom trying to block out the sounds.  
 
    Despite the sounds from the bathroom, after a few minutes in the darkness he quickly drifted off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
   S lowly raising up to consciousness from his deep sleep David opened his eyes to a room bathed in late autumn light. A light that had turned the dark room from late last night into a lovely, golden and bright room. Groggily David opened one eye to glance at his watch which was showing 9 o’clock. As it was light out he guessed it was 9 am and not 9 pm. His throat was sore, and his stomach ached painfully. He was also in bed and his clothes had been changed out of the business suit he had been wearing last night. 
 
    “Ah you’re awake” he heard Scott say from across the room “don’t get up too quickly, you’ve been through a lot. Here I’ll help you.” 
 
    Scott placed an extra pillow behind David and helped him to sit up in the bed before offering him a drink of water out of a coffee cup.  
 
    “How you feeling?” he asked 
 
    “Rough” David replied with a croaky voice “What happened?”  
 
    Sitting down on the floor next to David, Scott began to explain “Well, as you know you began to throw up and Rachael was looking after you.” 
 
    Nodding slowly David was keen to hear the rest, although his head was still pounding “Yep that’s about all I remember” he slowly replied, coughing and gasping for breath half way through the cough. 
 
    Surprised at David’s reply, Scott asked “That’s all you remember?” 
 
    “Yep” he answered weekly 
 
    “Ok, well I shut my eyes for like two minutes. Then things started to get worse for you. From both ends if you get what I’m saying?” Scott said as he tried to avoid David’s gaze, “Then as if that wasn’t scary enough Rachael started to feel sick. It was probably only ten minutes before she was joining you puking, and you know, the other.” 
 
    Surprised by this David nodded for Scott to continue. 
 
    “Well I then had the both of you to look after, it was a mess. I was glad when you both ran out of stuff to vomit or shit and just passed out. I was scared then as you both were unconscious on the floor in your own mess and hardly breathing. I thought you both had died!” 
 
    Taking a deep breath Scott continued, “So, to put it simply I stripped you both. Used the water from the bath to clean you up and dragged you over here into bed, where you’ve been in and out of consciousness and I’ve been trying to get water into you now for I reckon two whole days.” 
 
    The two days part hit David like a alarm clock off in his head, “Two days” he weakly replied 
 
    “Yep” Scott replied “Same with Rachael she was bad too. Hey look what I done” he said proudly standing up and pointing to a ragged hole in the wall, “Using the iron I smashed a hole in the plaster board wall to join to next door and she’s in the bed there. I remembered seeing someone doing that in a film, how cool is that! It now smells nicer in there and it also means that I don’t have to go out in the corridor to check on you both.” 
 
    “Two days!” repeated David trying to get up, but he was so week this effort proved too much, and he slumped back down. Rolling over he looked up at Scott “How have you been?”  
 
    “Me? I’m fine strangely. At first, I thought you both had Ebola and didn’t really want to touch either of you, then I realised that it was a little too late by then.  At one of your better points you started mumbling about radiation sickness. Then I guessed that was what you thought the problem was. I’ve been living off biscuits and coffee from the other rooms on this floor.” 
 
    Laying back in the bed David closed his eyes as he thought through what Scott had just told him. Two days, he kept thinking. Two days when Kim and the kids were without him. Two days extra before he could see them again. Two days when they should have been using the initial confusion to get as far out of Manchester as possible before the problems really started to show to most people. Two days he’d been without food. 
 
    “You OK?” Scott asked 
 
    “Sorry just thinking about my family” David replied opening his eyes.  
 
    Trying to get up he again realised just how week he felt. “Scott, I need to get to them and they’re so far away. I’m terrified something bad is going to happen before I get home. We should have been long gone from here, way out of the city by now and well before things stared to get serious.” 
 
    Pausing to catch his ragged breath David continued “There’s now going to be a lot of scared and hungry people about and I was planning to be well gone before that happened.  Judging by the way I feel I don’t think Rachael or me will be in any fit state to travel for at least a couple of days.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re not going to die on me just yet then” Scott smirked, “I could do with some food though. You got any ideas?” 
 
    With his eyes closed again David mumbled “Just give me a couple of hours and I’ll get up. Why don’t you go and see how Rachael’s doing?”  
 
    Getting up Scott could see that David had drifted back off to sleep. He quickly ducked through the battered hole in the wall and sat down next door in Rachael’s room. She was still asleep, but thankfully the colour was slowly returning to her cheeks. Scott had been quite distressed during the first night as she had become so pale, in fact he was terrified that she was going to die. Now watching her Scott couldn’t help but feel protective towards her as she looked so vulnerable all curled up like a little dormouse in the large duvet that he’d found for her.  
 
    With them both asleep again Scott found himself bored and decided to go searching again ‘Hunting’ he called it. Carefully he blocked the door to stop it closing on him and headed down the corridor. Most of the doors on this level were open where he’d previously been in and check the rooms. Once the last couple of rooms had been checked he would have to try the level below, but Scott was not planning on doing that until David was better and able to help him. So instead he began kicking in the door, just where he’d been shown, and just as he’d done multiple times for the past couple of days. This time it was different though, as once the lock broke and the door flew open, he was assaulted by a hideous stench that instantly made him gag. “Fuck that I’m not going in there” he thought backing away from the terrible stench “Smells like dead things”.  
 
    Still trying to see what he could from a distance, the darkened room looked to have had the curtains closed, as he could see very little into the room.  
 
    Still gaging and holding his top over his nose and mouth Scott backed down the corridor and reluctantly tried one of the last remaining closed doors on this level. This time the result was much better Scott thought as there was no smell emanating from the room. Entering he started his now quite practiced search and quickly established that this was empty and would only have the hotel biscuits and coffee granules to offer. After two days Scott was getting very fed up only eating biscuits and coffee granules in cold water, he was also getting quite bored.  
 
    After the initial rush of everything stopping, planes falling out of the sky, meeting Rachael and trying to get help. Scott had sat lonely in the pungent room while two people were doing their best not to die in front of him. It had been cold, dark and lonely and Scott really wanted to get out of here as soon as possible. With this in mind he tried the last room.  
 
    Once again Rachael’s information about the hotel being almost empty proved true as all he had, again, was hotel biscuits, tiny milk pods and packets of instant coffee to show. 
 
    Annoyed at the lack of food Scott reluctantly left the last room and headed back to their rooms further down the corridor. Out of nowhere Scott felt and heard a deep thud from one of the floors below. Dropping to his knees and leaning against the wall he could acutely feel the adrenaline flood through his body.  Crouching with one hand on the wall and one hand on the floor Scott waited for what felt like ages but was in reality only a few breathless seconds. He waited to see if he could hear or feel any further noises.  
 
    After a short while the adrenaline wore off and Scott decided it was probably OK to move again. Slowly and carefully he retraced his path back to their rooms, all the time listening and feeling for whatever happened down stairs to repeat it itself. 
 
    David lay awake in bed feeling like he had been hit by a truck. Every muscle ached, his stomach felt scratched to pieces from the retching and he was so tired all he wanted to do was fall back to sleep. Instead he lay there worrying about his wife and kids back home. He hoped to hell that his best friend and partner in crime Matt would get to them before things turned really bad and that he managed to get the two families to join up for both of their protection.   
 
    Still fretting about Kim and the kids, David began to mentally work out what he thought would be the best route home.  Getting home from Manchester was now going to be so much harder that before. Even a day ago he could simply have wandered out, just like tourists on an excursion, strolling around without encountering too many problems. Now though, everything was different and much more difficult. Counting back, based on what Scott had said, David worked out that it had been three days since the EMP and apart from Scott they were in no fit state to get going either today or tomorrow.  
 
    Depending on how Rachael was, it could even be three more days before they could safely start the simple twelve-mile journey to drop Rachael off at her home.  
 
    ‘Shit, Shit and Shit again’ he thought as he realised the delay would mean it would take far longer to get to his family than he initially thought. David’s mind instantly began conjuring up all sorts of difficulties that his family would have to face on their own. He simply had to get to them as soon as possible.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, David winced with pain, but continued to mentally route the route home through.  
 
    ‘Step one’ he thought, ‘Get the hell out of Manchester.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck then there’s the Pennines to get over even before I hit the coast. Then follow the coast down to the top of Anglia. Cut straight down through the countryside to the Thames estuary.’ 
 
    Laughing at the impossibility of it all David continued mentally mapping the route home. 
 
     ‘Jees..’ he paused, ‘then I have to somehow get over that and follow the Kent coastline home.’ 
 
    Impossible as it felt, visualising the route home gave David a microscopic level of comfort, because at least he knew how to get home. ‘Four to five weeks’ he thought, ‘God I hope they’ll be safe till then.’ 
 
    “You’re awake then?” Scott asked as he ran through the open door 
 
    “Just about mate, what’s up?” David replied with a smile and a wince, “You look like you’ve seen a ghost”  
 
    Wide eyed Scott walked over to David and slowly whispered “There’s probably a dead person in room 623 and something is making a lot of noises below us” 
 
    Still shattered from the last couple of days David got to his elbows and he could see that Scott was very jittery.  “Scott, what was the noise?  Dead people can hurt us. So, what did you hear?” 
 
    Scott was still too shaken from the smell of the last room he’d been in and the very unexpected noises from the floors below to answer. His head was spinning with all the possibilities and he was probably, for the first time since everything had stopped working, truly scared. 
 
    Taking a dep breath to slowly pulling himself together, he felt the deep need to be next to Rachael.  
 
    So much so that he quickly turned and fled into her room through the smashed in hole in the connecting walls.  
 
    Once there he saw for himself that she was fine and that she was still curled up in bed. Even seeing that he still felt the strongest urge to protect her, so Scott quietly sat down in the chair resting near her bed to wait and watch. 
 
    After about an hour Scott had relaxed enough to slowly start to feel his eyelids get that heavy, fluffy felling and flicker before he too fell asleep.  
 
    It was the cold that woke him. Night had descended, and he had been sleeping next to Rachael in the chair without a blanket.  
 
    “Hello”, she smiled at him as he stirred, shivering.  
 
    “Here get under this blanket, you look frozen” Rachael said offering half the bedding to the still shivering Scott. 
 
    With sleepy and shaky movements Scott gratefully snuggled in next to Rachael. 
 
    “I’m glad to see you alive” he said trying hard not to look into her big blue eyes. “I thought you had Ebola or something and that you and David were going to die and leave me on my own.” 
 
    Rachael quietly smiled to herself and gave him a big hug as, feeling a bit better, she had the energy to thank him for his help “Although I do really want you to explain how I got into these joggers mister?” 
 
    Blushing slightly Scott explained how she and David were vomiting and well, worse, and that they were both covered in it.  Rachael was fine with his description so far, it was only once he started to explain how he had cleaned them both up that she started to feel a little uncomfortable and begin to blush. Once he had finished telling her the rest of the story, including bashing the wall through, living off biscuits and drip feeding them both water, Rachael began to cry. She began to cry tears of joy and she just hugged Scott even harder.   
 
    “My god Scott, no one has ever done anything like that for me ever before”, she said before teasingly looking at him and saying, “I’ll even forgive you the bathing and changing of my clothes” and with that she gave him the biggest kiss he’d ever had. 
 
    Recovering from the sudden kiss and, with a huge smile, Scott turned to Rachael and said “It wasn’t too bad you know. Once I’d scraped the worst off it was” he paused for effect, “it was quite enjoyable” 
 
    He was expecting it and right on queue he got a hefty punch in the arm which made them both laugh and snuggle down further under the duvets. 
 
    Hearing the conversations in the next room David also had a smile on his face. He couldn’t believe that Scott the IT Project Manager nerd was not only coping with all that was happening but was also quite successfully chatting up the ladies.  
 
    Stifling a laugh David finally managed to get up from the bed he’d been feverishly laying in for the last couple of days. He was very thankful that it was only mid-afternoon and not far later in the day. Otherwise they would be further behind his internal schedule and it would be so much longer before he, hopefully, could see his family. 
 
    It was hard to get up and David felt thoroughly exhausted, but the excited thought that he would finally be able to start organising for their departure spurred him on.  
 
    He spent most of the afternoon wandering up and down the hallway checking the rooms that Scott had opened, all the while carefully avoiding room 623.  
 
    Neary at the end of his slow searching, David pulled up short as he was sure that he’d heard a tremendously loud bashing or a crashing noise coming from the floor below them. Even as tired as he was David quickly realise realised that this might be the sound that Scott had heard. Turning quickly he slowly managed to jog back to their rooms.  
 
    David didn’t have to wake Scott, as once he entered the room Scott was already standing there, finger on lips shushing him.  “That was louder than before” he whispered to David 
 
    Motioning for him to sit down David quietly asked him “So was that the same as what you’ve heard before then?” 
 
    “Yep, but it sounds nearer this time” Scott replied quickly before looking down at all of the stuff David had collected, “Wow that a strange collection of things. I really think you like deodorant a bit too much dude.” 
 
    In response David just nodded his head, but Scott could see he was thinking hard, “I haven’t had the opportunity to ask you how it’s been while I was out of it?” David continued, “What’s it been like for you?” 
 
    Still nervous about the noises earlier, Scott slowly sat back in his chair as Rachael, who had been quietly listening in the other room joined them.  
 
    “Well” he began “The first night you two were out was excruciatingly quiet, bloody cold, but nothing much happened. Well apart from me sorting you two out that is.”  
 
    Scott smirked, and Rachael blushed as David shuffled forward in his chair to listen. 
 
    “It was the afternoon of the next day that you guys were out, which.. I think is the third day since it happened that I started to hear explosions and I’m pretty sure I heard gun shots. There were quite a lot of explosions, mostly distant, but loud big booms. Things settled down then and when it was night it was far quieter but there were a load more fires to be seen” 
 
    Leaning forward in his chair David asked, “Were the fires big like a house on fire or small like someone keeping warm?” 
 
    “They were defiantly people keeping warm” Scott replied “because I could see from here about twenty or thirty of them. Although David, I had also watched a couple of massive fires that night, probably buildings or bigger and as I was alone and bored. So, I spent ages just staring out of the window watching like it was TV. I also saw quite a few groups of people sneaking around. They were all groups of like five or more people, some groups looked scared, but some looked like proper gangs out for the night looking for trouble.”  
 
    “Go on” David urged him eager for more information. 
 
    “Well last night was much the same. Fewer explosions though. More of what I would call camp fires, that you could see, and I suppose less people out and about. Oh except for the gangs, as I called them. Lots and lots more of the gangs out there looking for trouble.” 
 
    Seeing Scott’s fear David quickly changed the subject and with a smile said, “Hey, in case I haven’t said this before thanks for looking after me for the last few days mate” 
 
    Then turning to Rachael, he asked “How are you felling? Are you Ok if we get out of here really soon and all get home?” 
 
    Rachael was still dog tired from whatever the illness was, but still wanted to get to her home as soon as she could. “There’s no point staying here” she replied, “and yeah, I do want to be back home as soon as I can. So, yep let’s get going” 
 
    The worrying noise that they had heard from below earlier suddenly turned into a very loud crash that made them all jump. Scott and David both shot up, but only Scott stayed up, as the strength was still taken out of David and he almost instantly melted back down onto his bed. Straining, he pushed himself up to a sitting position and turned to Scott “Go take a look, but get back here as soon as you can, ok?” 
 
    With a worried look Scott nodded to David and with a sideways glance at Rachael he headed out of the room. As it was still mid-afternoon. The pale October Sun, still struggling to show its self through the wintery grey and white clouds, just about gave enough light for Scott to see to the end of the corridor. Slowly walking down the corridor Scott felt like he was in a film or maybe even a dream as, in his mind, the corridor grew longer with each step. Halfway along the corridor he had to stop. He could hear voices from the blocked fire escape. The same fire escape that they had all helped each other to block only two days earlier. The fear in his mind was building with each step he took as he neared the end of the corridor and the muffled voices. Stopping about ten feet from the blocked-up door Scott sank down into a crouch, his feet could not make him move any closer. Breathing hard and knowing he could not force himself to get any closer he tried to carefully listen.  
 
    The longer he listened the more rhythmic was the banging, interspersed with shouting. Quickly his focus started to work out two distinctive parts of the noises. It was then that the voices part of the two noises became a lot clearer and after what felt like hours, but Scott truly knew was only a couple of minutes, he could mostly understand what they were saying. It really didn’t take him long before he’d heard enough. 
 
    Scott turned slowly and as quietly and as quickly as he could shuffled back to their rooms.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
   L ying in his bed David could feel how week the illness had made him, and he desperately wished he was safe back at home, looking after and protecting Kim and the kids. No matter how hard he tried this was the first and last thing he thought about.  
 
    The good news was that he was hungry which meant that he was well on the mend. Rachael also looked much better, which would also help him to get home quicker, just as soon as he completed on his promise to get her home. Rachael’s house was kind of the way so that was not too big a deal.  
 
    Scott suddenly burst through the door “We’re going to have company soon” he blurted out “There’s five or six guys trying to smash down the door we blocked up” 
 
    “OK, go on” David asked Siting up quickly, “What else?” 
 
    “They were saying that they can’t wait to see what’s up here because if someone has gone to all of the trouble of barricading the way up here, there must be a real good reason. They seemed quite excited to get in and were swearing and shouting all the while smashing at the safety glass in the door.”  Looking from David to Rachael he asked, “What should we do?” 
 
    “Do you think they’re friendly?” David asked “If not then I think there’s only two options; fight or flight and Rachael and me are in no state to fight” 
 
    Thinking it through Scott quickly asked, “Do you want me to talk to them?” 
 
    Shaking his head David slowly swung his legs out over the bed, “Personally I’d rather get out of here rather than risk getting in a fight. So, let’s not let them know we’re here and sneak out the other fire escape. What do you guys think?” 
 
    “Fine by me” Scott replied glancing over to Rachael 
 
    Rachael’s big blue eyes filled up slightly as she walked over to Scott “How will we cope?” She asked “We have water and a roof here. Where do we go next? What if they are nice people and they can help us?” 
 
    “Rachael!” David replied with as much emphasis as he could muster “Everything has changed now Hon, you have to start assuming the worst in everyone rather than the best in them. After shelter and warmth security comes next, even over food. We can’t chance that they will be nice, the risk is too high” 
 
    Rachael’s face dropped “That’s so harsh. How can you think like that?” 
 
    “Easy” David replied, “Look at Croydon here in the UK a couple of years ago. Look at New Orleans in the States the same year. People will look after themselves first, even if it means hurting others. We can’t risk it. So, its fight or flight and I’m recommending flight at the moment as we’re no match for more than three guys.” 
 
    “Ok”, Rachael replied slowly “but, but I still can’t think that everyone is bad.” Taking a breath, she continued, “So how are we going to do this then? What happens? Where do we go?” 
 
    “Here’s my thoughts” David replied. Quickly he explained how they could use pillow cases and electric cables to make crude slings or backpacks to carry anything they all collected. Once that was done, he then showed them how they could fill up the two small, empty water bottles that he and Scott had found earlier. After that they all added their bags, David’s was his own laptop bag and Rachael’s was her handbag. 
 
    Looking at them both Rachael began quietly chuckling to herself as David and Scott looked quite odd, with a laptop bag over one shoulder and a stuffed pillow case over the other. For no reason her stifled smirks started Scott and David giggling too as emotions were running high. That was until David shushed everyone and pointed to the doorway his eyes wide in emphasis.  
 
    The plan was very rough, almost bordering on makeshift, but it was the best they had and it was firmly based on what David had worked out earlier. So, from here they were to head to Rachael’s flat in Greenfield. Once there David would leave them, before carefully heading an extensive way South East to get back to Kim and the kids on the Kent coast. This would involve navigating through almost seventy percent of England and working his way round London. 
 
    Shaking his head at the enormity of what was ahead of him David quietly asked, “We all ready?” 
 
    “You bet”, Replied Scott “I’m starving. I can’t wait to find something other than biscuits” 
 
    “Too right, let’s get out of here” Rachael replied shivering. 
 
    Seeing that Rachael didn’t have a coat Scott offered her his own, which she absolutely refused, until he told her that if she didn’t wear it, he would not wear one either. After finally giving Rachael his coat Scott slipped on his suit jacket and followed David out of the room. 
 
    Silently the three of them snaked their way along the carpeted, corridor towards the fire escape.  They could still hear the bashing, crashing and swearing of the intruders as they reached the other fire escape.  
 
    Once there it was much easier to dismantle the barricades from the inside, so they quickly and quietly managed to exit the top floor before any of the intruders below had gained access to this level. For floor after floor they cleared the doors from the inside and quietly descended until they were finally back on ground level. 
 
    “Here we go” David said turning back to make eye contact with Scott and Rachael “Once out of here we follow the plan, we head north east and get out of Manchester as quickly as possible. OK?” 
 
    They both nodded but both looked slightly afraid. 
 
    “How you feeling Rachael? I’m just about to throw up or pass out, I’m not sure which.” David asked. 
 
    Reaching for Scott’s hand Rachael replied, “I’m fine David, let’s just get going please?” 
 
    Crouching as they ran through the lobby, Rachael could not help but gasp at the shocking state of the lobby that until just recently she had work in. Quickly glancing around she could see that it had been thoroughly trashed. The large glass windows in the front and even the sliding entrance doors had all been shattered, showering the floor with ice like cubic shards. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the broken glass was covered in a layer of magazines, newspapers and local brochures which the rain had saturated allowing for both the coloured print to bleed and for the paper to turn to soggy pulp. 
 
    Without stopping they headed out of the back door and out into the rear service yard, which continued on to the alleyway they had exited through previously. Overhead it was very grey and overcast, this late in autumn, the afternoon was chilly and threatened more rain. 
 
    Reaching the end of the alleyway Scott put his hand up motioning for them all to stop. Quietly, sucking in breath, he whispered to Rachael, “Which way?” 
 
    Working in the centre of Manchester, Rachael knew how to get to the bus stops and even the train stations, but she’d never walked home before. So, she had no idea which way to go, other than to the bus stop.  
 
    Franticly staring from David to Scott, Rachael blurted out that she did not know anything. Other than that, the bus went to Oldham first along the Oldham Road. Feeling foolish she turned to David “Sorry? You must think I’m an idiot not knowing how to get home. It’s, it’s just that all I’ve ever had to do was to learn the bus numbers”, 
 
    “You’re fine and you’re not an idiot.” David replied “I spent years working in London and using the tube every day. Until one day when they were on strike and I just didn’t know where to go. It took me for ever to get home” he replied reassuringly, “and from what I can see, on this very not to scale, guide book you apparently live somewhere North East of here.” 
 
    “Which way’s that?” Scott asked “The sky’s all clouds, I can’t see the Sun” 
 
    Smiling, David answered “Look up my friend, there’s not just the Sun up there to guide us. We’re in urban survival mode now” 
 
    Looking up Scott frowned as he waited for David to provide the answer. 
 
    “Sky satellite dishes!” David grinned “They all point to the same satellite, which is very roughly, a South Easterly direction from anywhere in England.” 
 
    Scott joined David in grinning “That’s just so cool man, let’s get going then.” 
 
    Sticking very, very close to the buildings they followed the road as it headed mostly in a Northerly direction. Abandoned cars were littering the street in every direction, unusable and useless they were just a sad reminder of only a few days ago. Back when life was normal, boring even. It was sad fact that each car represented a person or a family whose life was now changed forever. The tragedy of life and death was clearly visible in every car as, for the lucky ones, the doors were wide open and there was no one inside. It was the other type of car that the three of them shunned, barely able to even glance at them as they slowly passed.  
 
    Strangely or maybe not so, it was these abandoned and useless cars that made them think how lucky they were to be alive. It was the bad cars; the ones where lifeless bodies were hanging half in half out after being brutally smashed through windscreens. The cars where whole sections of frayed skin still clung to the broken shards of glass remaining in the windshields. It was these same cars, doors closed, where silent bodies sat slumped over, perpetually caught with vomit oozing from their lifeless bodies. It was these cars that made them move faster on their way but feel grateful. 
 
    Almost immediately on their path they started passing looted shops. This was day three after all, and it looked like every shop had been looted, everything from a gym to a drycleaner had smashed windows and debris spread all around.  
 
    As they passed a shop, a newsagent’s, David paused and telling both Rachael and Scott to wait outside he went in quickly to have a look around. It only took a couple of minutes before he re-emerged and beckoned them to follow. Inside was exactly how the front looked, ransacked. Someone had been having some fun, as there was almost nothing left on the shelves and whatever would have been left after the looting had been scattered on the floor.  
 
    “Have a good look around” David told them “This has not been picked through yet, most of what they thought was valuable has gone. This means that the really useful stuff might be left.” 
 
    Swiftly Rachael, Scott and David collected a good pile of crisps, chocolate and cans of Coke. Although they would have had a lot more if Scott hadn’t eaten most of what he’d found. 
 
    “It’s alright for you” he said after David raised an eyebrow “you’re still sick. I’m starving after looking after you both and surviving on biscuits and coffee for days on end” 
 
    Rachael laughed and, giving him a hug, said “You go ahead Scott and eat what you want, you did save me”  
 
    “Ok you two, let’s get out of here. Luckily, it’s still early days so, as I said, this place hasn’t been picked clean yet. It is going to get exponentially more difficult to find stuff the longer we go on though.” 
 
    Carrying along the road was hard work for David, he was after all, only just out of his sick bed. With no other option he had to just keep carrying on. With luck, he thought, they would be out of the centre of the city by nightfall. The problem was though that at this time of year it got dark about six o’clock, so that left very little time to get anywhere and then bunker down for the night.  
 
    After less than half an hour David was feeling queasy and quite week, so he begrudgingly called for a halt. Although Rachael hadn’t said anything, he could quite clearly see that she was also struggling. Way apart from the physical exertion, no normal person was used to seeing the sheer volume of dead bodies in various states of decay that they had all seen so far, and that too was emotionally wearing him out. 
 
    Breaking open a can of coke each, the three of them huddled quietly in the arches of a very old looking building. The red brick was heavily weathered through season after season in the wind and rain. This contrasted deeply with the reflective glass and steel of the majority of other modern buildings in the area.  
 
    Sitting there in the arches, it struck Rachael how strange it was that there was almost no noise. They were in the centre of a major city yet other than the clicking of her heels it was virtually silent. Thinking back, she had also not seen a single person on the streets since they had left the hotel. There were however plenty of signs of activity and a lot of death, most of which she tried with difficulty not to look at.    
 
    Finishing up, and with a heavy sigh, the trio set off again along the road. David in the lead, Rachel up next and with Scott following along at the rear. Overhead, without a break in the clouds the sky was threatening some heavy downpours, as once again the wind started to pick up. Lost in thought and staring up at the sky David rounded a corner and stopped, there not even fifty yards in front of him was the very large and very smashed in glass entrance to the Arndale Centre. 
 
    The Arndale Centre was Europe’s third largest shopping mall. It currently looked very much like a terrorist’s bomb had exploded in it, shattered glass and debris covered nearly every inch of the paved pedestrian area for as far as David could see. Behind him David heard Scott catch up and let out a gasp, as he too stared at the destruction.  
 
    It was then that they heard a voice booming out from just inside the remains of the once magnificent construction.  
 
    “Stay just where you are man and no one’s going to get hurt. This is my crew’s hang out and no one’s getting any of it. Do you understand?”  
 
    After a second the voice boomed again, louder this time “Do you understand?” 
 
    David nodded and quickly stepped back, forcing the other two to take a step backwards as well. Three young men emerged from the shattered building. 
 
    Walking towards them David could not help but notice that they were very grimy looking and were obviously either from a hell’s angel’s gang or were trying very hard to look as if they were. The one at the front carried a shotgun casually resting on his shoulder, while the other two had a steel bar and a baseball bat between them. 
 
    “Give us the girl”, growled the guy with the shot gun “and we’ll let you both go” Turning to the other two gang members he smiled and continued “or could I’ll just kill you both and take the girl, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “Run” David shouted as he turned and pushed the others to start them running. Over his shoulder he could see the lead gang member level his shotgun and fire at them. The noise of the shotgun was shocking in the virtually silent streets, its echo bounced of building after building, sending streams of pigeons flooding into the air. The noise was nothing compared to the red-hot pain David felt in his right leg as a buckshot pellet burst through one side then out the other. Stumbling in pain as he ran in the opposite direction of the gang, David again looked back, only to see what he feared, they had started to follow him.  
 
    “We won’t get far”, he thought as he laboured down the road, “I’m shot and exhausted. Rachael’s tired too and she can’t even run properly in those shoes. So, no running, now it’s time to fight them.” 
 
    Puffing, limping and trying to hold on to the laptop bag, the pillow case and his leg he called out to the other two in front of him “Once around this corner coming up, stop. We can’t out run them like this.” 
 
    David turned around the corner to see both Scott and Rachael bent over, hands on knees, gasping for air. “What now?” Rachael said drawing breath, then noticing the blood on his trousers gasped “Oh my god you’re shot!” 
 
    “I’m lucky” David replied with a forced grin “from that distance the buckshot had spread out, so I’ve only got a pellet wound. Although if they’d had a choke fitted on that shotgun, I’d be dead right now. Still stings like shit though” 
 
    “You going to be ok?” Scott asked between heavy breaths  
 
    “Yep ‘tis but a flesh wound’ as Monty Python would say. No, really it really, really fucking stings” David replied “Right, no time for this they’re following us, so Rachael, you hide in that doorway and Scott you attack the guy on the right” 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” replied Scott, “I’ve not been in a fight since school, and even that I lost”  
 
    “Time to man up’ Winced David as he started moving again “Once I start on the main guy you start on the one on the right, OK? Because here they come” 
 
    Rounding the corner at a run the gang members almost collided with Scott and David as they both stoically stood their ground. In a flash the leader had Scott up against the wall and the shotgun jammed against his face. 
 
    “Where’s the girl?” grumbled he guy with the shotgun “we want to take her back to the boss and have some fun. If you’ve not worn her out?” As his crew laughed David slowly lifted his hands up in surrender, a move that confused Scott and made the guy with the shot gun smile once again. His long, lanky dark hair was the same colour as the leather, biker jacket he wore. On the back was a large purple and gold embroidered, emblem proclaiming him to be part of the brotherhood and the MC chapter. 
 
    “I won’t ask again” he screamed whipping the butt of the shotgun round to violently slam it into the side of Scott’s head.   
 
    This is getting out of control very quickly David thought. All his training taught him that in situations like this he must quickly and most importantly, dramatically, remove the leader. It has to be so shocking that it causes the others to run rather than fight. That way they all might just stand a chance of getting away and living another day.  
 
    Mentally making the decision David started mentally justifying to himself what he was about to do. They shot me when I was unarmed.  They’ve chased us here and have Scott at gun point more than that they are trying to take Rachael to rape her, so I have to protect her. God know what else they will also do now that there’s no law to protect innocents. I’m in no fit state to have a battle with these guys, so it’ll have to be quick and violent enough to scare the other two away without a fight.  
 
    Internally justified David nodded to himself and stepped forward. 
 
    “Hey”, he said stepping forward again with a limp “what’s the problem?” 
 
    “Fuck off prick and tell me where she is before I blow his and then your head off” he said spinning round and pointing the gun now at David. 
 
    Stepping closer David shrugged his shoulder, hands still up “Hey, can’t we all have some fun with her together?”  One more step he thought. 
 
    Laughing to get the approval of his cronies the leader, as before, turned to them “This guy wants to share. You two want sloppy seconds? Coz I don’t!” 
 
    David took the one further, painful step he needed and held both his hands out in front of him in an imploring way. “Please don’t kill me” he pleaded. All the while his simple steps had moved him near enough to be within striking range.   
 
    As the leader sneered at his weakness and turned from his guys to face him, David instantly thrust his left hand out and clawed his fingers down the guys face. This action gave David an extra second as instinct took over and the thug could not help but close his eyes. It was in that split second that David’s good leg shot out in a stamp kick to the guys knee. The force of the kick not only broke his leg but snapped it in two, forcing the knee cap through the leg. This was a kick David had practiced a thousand times in the dojo and perfected at home, shattering wood to burn on his wood stove.  
 
    Gasping and grabbing at his leg in shock the head thug dropped his gun and fell to the pavement laying on his side in a foetal position, his eyes wide and bloodshot, with fear as he began clawing at David.  
 
    Pushing him off, David knew that without proper medical care a shattered leg was a death sentence now. Looking back up from the guy on the floor he could see that Scott, with the side of his face starting to puff up and a trickle of blood running down his cheek, had started to run at the thug who had the baseball bat. Fuck, that’s the wrong one David thought, I said the one on the right.  It was only a few feet and David had covered it before the shock had worn off and the thug had seen them both charging at him. Things had obviously gone downhill very fast for him and, hesitating for less than a second, he dropped his bat and ran. He was very closely followed by the other thug who managed to run and to keep hold of his metal bar.  
 
    Picking up the shotgun and the baseball bat, David grabbed Scott’s arm hard and forcefully marched him away towards Rachael. Over the sounds of screaming David said “Walk this way with me. Don’t look back. We’ve saved Rachael from them and the things they were going to do to her.” Turning and looking directly into Scott’s eyes David continued in a low voice “They were going to kill us, they shot at us, they actually shot me! You were about to be shot too as they were then going to rape Rachael or worse. Now, remember all of that every time you think of this.” 
 
    Scott nodded, but David could see a far away and shocked look still lingered in his eyes.  
 
    Grabbing both arms and shaking him, David continued “Those two that ran away will head back to the Arndale Centre. They’ll regroup and send more Hells Angels out to find us and get some revenge for their brother over there, but they’ll also want Rachael. So, we have to get undercover and hidden before they find us. So, come on let’s get Rachael to safety, OK?” 
 
    Still in shock Scott nodded and followed, although his thoughts were everywhere as he tried to come to terms with the fact that he’d just seen a man destroyed. Not just fought, but easily hurt and he was beaten by David. David, a guy he knew in the office, the guy he went to meetings with and had been to the pub with, a guy that looked just like anyone else in the office.  
 
    David had seen the look on Scott’s face many times before, the first time was just after his black belt grading. People suddenly started treating him differently; he was the same person as the day before, but not in their eyes. He was different to them, scary and weird all at the same time.  
 
    Reaching Rachael’s hiding place Scott could see she was terrified but grateful to be safe, he wondered how much she had seen or heard. Not all of it he thought, or she’d be far more frightened than she looked at the moment. Something that he was grateful for as he himself wished he’d not been part or had seen what had just happened. 
 
    “Let’s get going and keep a look out for any newish looking BMW’s” David whispered as he limped off up the street “They have the absolute best first aid kits of any car”  
 
     “There’s a X3 over there will that do?” Rachael asked after about ten minutes of wandering along random side roads. 
 
    “Perfect” David replied shuffling over to it and taking his jacket off. “Here we go” he said laying the jacket over the driver’s window and using the butt of the shotgun to smash the window.  
 
    Reaching inside he opened the door and slowly lay down in the footwell, fumbling his hands along under the passenger’s seat. All while he was doing this fresh blood continued to trickle along his leg and drip, teardrop by teardrop onto the floor. After what felt like an eternity David finally managed to unhook the plastic latch and release the medical kit. “Got it” he smiled as he emerged from the car. “Now let’s get somewhere safe before it gets dark” 
 
    Scott and Rachael followed as David led them along various random turnings, first left then right then right again. After a short time, they were both thoroughly lost, which was David’s plan as he hoped this it would mean that the Hells Angels would also have a hard time finding them.  
 
    As they wandered through the deserted streets of Manchester, David very quickly picked up what he thought was very real evidence of the radiation sickness almost everywhere. They passed endless piles of rotting vomit strewn across the pavements and had to look away as they passed the dead and bloated bodies that were lying helplessly in the gutters, these bodies slowly seeping away life fluids to feed the rats. 
 
    Eventually David called for them all to stop as they entered a new commercial area of the city, bordered by a much older section of the city. With only an hour or so of light left, and more importantly, with the amount of blood David had lost recently, it was becoming imperative that they find shelter for the night.  
 
    Following a few more random alleys in the older section of the city, David felt that the chances of being found by the bad guys was as low as it could be. Not zero, but just as low as it could be.  
 
     Looking around there was not much to offer that was better than anything they’d seen before; row after row of empty appearing houses and offices were everywhere, none of them looking like a great place to hide out. Even the commercial warehouses adjacent had been partially looted and looked even less appealing with the glass frontage of each one gone, leaving only open looking dark caverns of steel.   
 
    “If it’s OK with you guys, let’s just head over to that building” David said pointing to a Victorian looking terrace house “We can hole up in one of the upstairs rooms and hopefully use one of the existing fire places to keep warm” Looking round at Scott and Rachael they both nodded and started heading towards the building. 
 
    “That one looks like no one’s been home for a while so let’s go then” David said as he quickly began to follow along after the two of them. Almost immediately he had to pause as his vision started to spin. Lights started to fleck in and out all around his peripheral vision as his legs went heavy and stopped working, forcing him to slowly lower himself to the ground.  
 
     “Wow! No, no, I’m all right” David said pushing them away as Rachael and Scott grabbed for him “Just give me a second and I’ll get back up”.  
 
    They could both see the effort it took for David to get back on to his feet and start to stumble toward the front gate of the house they hopefully going to stay in. After only a couple more steps David again slumped down into a heap, like a rag doll, his legs crumbling underneath him.   
 
    Laying there on the hard pavement David stared up at the grey clouds above him, his vision slowly swirled like the clouds he was staring at, until the numb feeling disappeared, and he could once again feel the very cold and very hard concrete he was laid on.  
 
    Rachael watch as David regained consciousness, his eyes opened quickly, and he started to hesitantly get up “Shhh, slowly David”, she whispered putting an arm under his “Let’s get you inside and see what we can do. OK?” 
 
    Nodding, David let Rachael guide him to the front door. His head was still spinning from a combination of lack of blood, a severe lack of food and stress.  
 
    “Scott” he whispered turning to Scott “What the fuck are going to do?”  
 
    “Smash the door in. So, we can get inside” Scott cheerfully replied holding up the baseball bat. 
 
    Sighing David held his hand up to stop Scott “Mate, if you smash the door in” he said pausing to catch his breath “everyone will know that this door is different. We need to hide, so it must not look any different. It just has to look like every other door.”  
 
    David was just so exhausted, the loss of blood and the lack of food due to the sickness were overwhelming him. For the first time since this all began his thoughts were not on his family but purely on surviving the next couple of days.  
 
    “It’s Victorian.” He huffed, “There’ll be an alleyway around the back. Find that, jump the fence and get in that way. I’ll be here at the front door and please. Count the buildings so you don’t end up in that crap one next door!”  
 
    Rachael grabbed out for Scott’s hand. Holding it tight she locked into his eyes “Be quick and be careful, OK?” she whispered. 
 
    With a happy laugh Scott let go of Rachael’s hand and ran down the street hoping that this was the right direction. Once at the corner Scott looked for an alleyway between the opposing terraces and easily found it. Although he had to admit that he did remember from childhood that there was always an entrance at both ends.  
 
    David sat on the pavement, his back to the low brick wall surrounding the tiny Victorian front garden, shotgun resting heavily across his lap. Rachael was squatting next to him holding his hand and stroking his forehead. “How you feeling?” she asked 
 
    “A bit crap” David replied with a smile “How you holding up hun?” 
 
    Rachael, with a grimace replied, “I think the answer is ‘as well as can be expected’, I’m just so scared” 
 
    Nodding David replied “I know, me too. In fact, we all are but you have me and Scott to look after you” 
 
    Rachael began to shake her head, tears forming in her eyes “I know, but once I get home you’re going to leave me alone. After today.”  She started sobbing “anything could happen, and you won’t be there” The tears and silent sobbing became stronger now as the events of the past few days caught up her and the final realisation that her life had changed forever. 
 
    Although in pain, bleeding and sitting on the pavement David cradled Rachael and softly gave her calming, shush noises as they both hugged.  As he calmed her David re-felt the insistent urge to get home immediately, hugging Rachael reminded him of his own daughter Emma and how much he missed her. 
 
    With their backs to the wall neither David nor Rachael could see the door to the property slowly start to open. Once the door was just past halfway open a head shot out “here’s Johnny!” smiled Scott in his most maniacal way. 
 
    “You idiot” laughed Rachael helping David get to his feet 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
   O nce they’d run far enough to see that they weren’t being followed the two gang members slowed and caught their breath. More used to being on motorbikes and strolling into places like they’d owned it than running for their lives they were both quite out of shape and were gasping for breath. 
 
    “Shit me Dave. That guy just fucked Stu without a fight. We’re in so much trouble, I’m not even sure I want to go back”, the taller one said 
 
    Still panting heavily and glancing back, Dave nodded and replied “We need to tell Pete, he’ll know what to do, but I want that fucking scum bag dead for what he did. No one fucks with us. Let’s get going Dan”  
 
    “I’m fucked” Dan replied “I need to walk for a bit, not used to this running shit. You go ahead if you need to but I’m going to walk from here” 
 
    Not wanting to leave a member alone out here on his own Dave reluctantly slowed to a walk beside him. It had begun to slightly rain again, but they hardly noticed as it took them less than five minutes to walk back to the Arndale Centre and finally safely under cover. Once inside the centre they quickly made their way to the middle of the ground floor, where there was a large amphitheatre designed for customers to sit down and enjoy music and performances. Only this area now was being used to stockpile all and everything the bikers could extract from the ransacked shops. In the middle of all of this stood a single greying biker. His face a blue blur of spider web like, faded tattoos and a fine net of scars covering the knuckles and backs of his hands. His eyes were clear, white and sharp, a direct contrast to his long, dark, lanky hair.  
 
    Despite concentrating on checking the supplies he instantly spotted them as Dave and Dan, thoroughly soaked through, ran in from the front of the building. 
 
    “Where’s the girl?” he asked before they had a chance to stop “and” he said turning around to look directly at them “where’s Stu?”  
 
    Pete was old for a Hells Angel, at nearly sixty he was more than twice the age of the two worthless specimens in front of him. You didn’t get to be Blue’s right-hand man without a reason though and they both knew it. They had both seen his ruthlessness for themselves and, despite what they had seen and been involved in before, they had both been shocked at what he could do.  
 
    The worse part though was that Pete also enjoyed it.  
 
    So, standing there, in the full glare of Pete’s penetrating stare neither of them could talk, their eyes were firmly locked on their shoes. 
 
    Pete let out a sigh and slammed his fist into Dave’s ribs, dropping him to the floor. As Dave squirmed and squealed on the floor Pete stamped the heel of his boot into his nose with a crack that sent blood spurting across Dave’s face. “I said where’s the girl and where’s Stu?”  
 
    Stammering Dan replied “She’s gone, and Stu’s smashed up on the floor, he followed her as she ran off with the other two assholes, but the guy we shot at was just like some fucking superhero ninja shit and just fucking destroyed him with one kick” 
 
    Pete sighed again “Where’s Stu’s now then? Did you just leave him there and run back like pussy’s? Afraid of one guy that you had shot? Pathetic, worthless little shits. Stu was better n’ three of you.” 
 
    “Pete, this guy’s nuts. Never seen the like before. We had to run to get back to you to tell you. Give me some help and we’ll go get him for you” Dave said trying not to look at Dan on the floor 
 
    “And how you going to find him now Dave? He could be anywhere in Manchester by now.” Pete replied stepping toward him. 
 
    “The blood.” Dave blurted out before he’d had time to digest what he’d said. Pausing he thought, Shit yeah, the shot guy was bleeding. Smiling Dave continued “The cunt that fucked up Stu was bleeding where he’d been shot, we could follow that and find him” 
 
    Pete slowly looked back at Dave. He’d got his attention this time “Ok what are you proposing to do then?”   
 
    “Ummm” Dave said, now unsure of himself, as Pete’s penetrating and unnerving stare gazed through to his very soul “find him and kill him?” 
 
    If someone was out there that could scare these two and beat Stu in a fight, then Pete wanted him dead or as a worst possible option have him on his side. He really didn’t need anyone standing in the way of the Angels ruling Manchester “Take Tod and his group, bring Stu back and then you have till tomorrow to bring this. What did you call him? Oh yes. This fucking superhero, ninja back alive so I can see what a pathetic piece of shit has scared you so much.”  
 
    Pete turned and started to walk away “Oh and Dave? Fuck up and Tod will be under the instructions to break both your legs and leave you there so you can slowly die” 
 
    Dave left to find Tod as fast as he could not wanting to be near Pete for a second longer than he needed to. 
 
    ***** 
 
    As the rain started again Rachael helped David limp through the front door. “Let’s get you upstairs and in to a bed” she said leading him towards the stairs. 
“Sorry Rachael” he replied leaning heavily against the wall and shaking his head, “but apart from investigating what we can find we won’t be staying upstairs and before you ask, its basic survival. Upstairs there’s no easy exit, apart from jumping out the window. If someone comes in either the front or backdoor, we’ll be trapped. Down here we at least have the chance to run out of the opposite door or jump out the window. That’s of course if they don’t enter from both front and back at the same time.”  
 
    Rachael had paused as she started to climb the stairs, one foot on the first step “You see, this is why we need you. The stuff you think about will save us.” 
 
    “Just get me on the sofa and let’s have a look at my leg. It’s killing me.” replied David. 
 
    Looking slightly lost Scott helped David onto the sofa “What do you want me to do man?” he asked 
 
    Lying on the brown leather sofa, his leg raised onto the arm David relaxed a little, “A couple of things, go into the kitchen and bring back the three biggest knives you can find. We’ll be able to use them as weapons. Then have a look at the food in the cupboards and let me know. Listen do not open the fridge as you will regret it! Then you and I will have a check upstairs” 
 
    Bounding with enthusiasm Scott rushed off leaving Rachael to help David. The blood had soaked a large area of his trousers and Rachael was afraid to look to see how bad the wound was.  
 
    Taking a deep breath Rachael rolled David over “Let’s have a look then” she said as he pulled down his trousers. Although there was a lot of blood the wound looked as if the shot had just taken a lump of skin, about the size of Rachael’s fingertip, from the top of David’s leg.
Opening the first aid kit they had scavenged from the BMW, Rachael was amazed how well equipped the car kit was. She could see that it contained different sized dressings, tape, sterilisation wipes, scissors and even an emergency foil blanket. Although not a medic in any way Rachael was overjoyed that she had recently been sent on a first aid course as part of her role with the hotel and had secretly always enjoyed this type of thing. Even back home in Australia she had been the one the others had asked for help when the cut or hurt something. Quickly and professionally Rachael cleaned the wound and applied a dressing. 
 
    “You know” she said as she was applying the dressing and secretly smothering a giggle “After Scott’s Shining quote earlier, for some reason Forrest Gump keeps springing into my head” 
 
    “Oh ha, ha” David replied sarcastically and, replying in a monotone “Yes I’ve been shot in the Buttocks”
At that Rachael fell about laughing, partly at the humour, partly due to built up fear, and partly from sheer relief that they were all here still and alive. 
 
    Remembering back to one of his training days David was silently pleased, as the ability to still find humour in things when you are in a crisis generally shows an ability to assess and adapt and both Rachael and Scott had done this recently. That coupled with Rachael’s first aid skills meant that he felt much more positive about the three of them getting Rachael home. As he lay there David began looking around the front room. From where he lay could see lots of pictures of a very young boy and his mother, there were no pictures of the father, so he assumed that the house belonged to a single mother. With a sudden feeling of dread, he hoped that there was no one dead upstairs. The last thing they all needed was to see was the remains of a mother and her child.  
 
    “You did well, that feels much more comfortable” David said getting up quickly from the sofa “Let’s go see what Scott’s been up to and get away from the front window” 
 
    Leaving the front room, the two of them followed the corridor past the stairs, past a dining room and into the kitchen at the back of the house. Next to the small Ikea table in the kitchen Scott was busily opening cans of ravioli, peas and beer. Three large knives sat in the middle of the table, a long carving knife, an equally as long bread knife and a much shorter paring knife. 
 
    “Hey Guys” Scott grunted as he struggled with the can opener “I’ve made dinner. How’s the leg by the way?” 
 
    “Oh, Forrest will be fine” sniggered Rachael to quizzical looks from Scott who was still trying to get a tin of pears open. 
 
    Caution flooded David’s thoughts, “Sorry Scott, before we eat, we need to sort out the security here. We need to check upstairs first as there could be anything hiding up there. Then we need to work out a roster for tonight. Anyone could walk in if we’re all asleep. We’ll have three hours watch each and we’ll put up some alarms on the doors and windows. You guys chill for a minute and I’ll just check upstairs”  
 
    Leaving the others to the food and beer David carefully limped upstairs, fearful of what he might find. His leg was still very sore, but he defiantly didn’t want Scott or Rachael to encounter what might be up there. Starting at the front of the house he stopped close to the door, listening for any sounds and after hearing nothing carefully turned the door handle and stepped into the front bedroom. After a quick scan David, realising he was holding his breath, let out a loud sigh, the room was empty of bodies. Trying the next room, that too was empty, which meant that there was just the bathroom and the smaller back bedroom to investigate.  
 
    The dread in David’s heart grew with each step he took towards the remaining bedroom. The thin corridor appeared to narrow slightly in his vision with each step he took, reminding him of a never-ending corridor in a nightmare he’d had as a child. Slowly with each step a particular smell also began to prick at his senses, a smell that he’d known before in the hotel. A smell just like room 623. David’s legs felt, that with each step, a weight was added making it harder and harder for him to move forward. Summoning up his remaining reserve David took a deep breath, closed his eyes, opened the door and stepped into the young boy’s room.  
 
    Although the door was hard to open it was the stench that hit him. It was almost as bad as he remembered from back in the hotel. With his eyes still closed David gagged as he entered further into the room, not wanting to have to deal with what he was about to see he kept his eyes closed longer than he normally would have. “Ok let’s get this over with”, he thought opening his eyes.  
 
    The cream coloured wooden cot in the middle of the room was empty, confusing David as the overwhelming smell was telling him a completely different story.  The room looked ransacked; everything that had once been on a table or had been tucked neatly up on a shelf was littered on the floor. The pale blue dinosaur printed curtains had been ripped from their runners and were lying in a sad pool on the floor. As David completed his three sixty-degree scan of the boy’s room his eyes finally jerked to a stop as he saw the source of the awful smell of death.  Behind the door, curled in the foetal position, was the decomposing body of what was probably the family cat.  
 
    Letting out a huge sigh of relief that it was only a cat David paused. Oh god he thought, feeling a huge sweeping sense of sadness. Reluctantly David began imagining this situation being played out in the millions upon millions of houses across the country.  Pets of all sorts cats, dogs, rabbit’s, even parrots would all be locked in houses and cages with no one ever coming back to look after them. They wouldn’t starve, not yet, it was too quick. No, they would all slowly die of dehydration once the water in their bowls was used up. David didn’t want to, but his mind took cruel delight in forced him to imagine the panic that the family’s pets must have felt locked inside and desperate for water. This was evident in the room he was standing in, as he looked at the state of the inside of the door. The poor cat’s desperation was forever engraved in the fevered claw marks it had racked into the wood of the door in its tragic attempt to escape.  
 
    Wrapping the poor cat up in a blanket David headed back downstairs, past Rachael and Scott in the kitchen, and carefully laid the cats decomposing corps in the corner of the garden. 
 
    “Cat” David said as he came back into the kitchen “Dead.”  
 
    Rachael and Scott looked at each other, “You Ok?” Rachael asked. 
 
    Sitting down heavily, David rested his head into his hands, elbows on the table. Staring up he looked both Rachael and Scott directly into their eyes as he spoke “The house is empty, it was just the dead cat to deal with.” Forcing a smile to break the situation he continued “Rachael, go upstairs and have a look as there are loads of clothes and shoes for you to try on” 
 
    As soon as the words left his mouth Rachael, beaming with pleasure, jumped up and taking two steps at a time bounded upstairs. 
 
    “I think you’ve just made her day” Scott joked, “I’ve not seen her smile that much since we left the hotel” 
 
    Laughing David replied “No time to relax yet mate, you and I need to secure this place so we can at least get some sleep tonight. We also need to make sure that if anyone tries to get in, we know about it. So that means noise alarms on each door and window, as well as one of us awake at any point during the night” 
 
    “Oh man you’re a slave driver” whined Scott “Can’t we have just one night to chill?” 
 
    “Scott, there’s not going to be one night when you can relax for the next few years” replied David “All those people who look forward to the end of the world, the Preppers, the survivalists, all of them are just dreamers. Life just got a million times more difficult. They were all just looking for a reality that will never happen. They all want to get away from work or mortgages or the boredom of their lives. The reality of life from now on is going to be so different from what they imagined and dreamt about that I doubt they will cope. You can’t even go to the toilet and flush it anymore. So how is anything else going to be easier when everyone is trying to kill you and there’s no police?”  After a long pause David continued “and unfortunately for us, this past week was still easier than what we’re going to have to cope with for at least the next few years” 
 
    Scott’s eyes widened as he took a gulp of the beer, “So you’re saying this last week was easy?” 
 
    David chuckled, tucking in to an open tin of ravioli “No mate, it’s not been easy, it’s just that it’s going to get even harder for a while until life can be start to be rebuilt. Look, foods going to get harder and harder to find, so we’ll need to start building communities and start growing our own again. That though is a very long time in the future and between then and now eighty to ninety per cent of people will die. Let’s try not to be one of them eh?” 
 
    “No argument from me on that” he replied “Just let me know what you want me to do” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you found any pain killers down here did you? My legs killing me.” David asked. 
 
    Getting up quickly Scott said “No sorry. Hey, I’ll go check upstairs for you and see what Rachael’s up to at the same time”  
 
    Finishing off the cold tin of ravioli, David stared out of the small kitchen window as the rain continued to splatter from the dark, fast moving clouds overhead. The weak, late autumn sunlight started to dwindle as the sun finally began to set behind the dark cloud coverage.  The melancholy, monochrome aspect of the view, once again stirred up thoughts of his family. 
 
    “We’ve got trouble”, Scott noisily whispered stepping into the kitchen, “Rachael’s spotted a bunch of those bikers wandering round outside, looking everywhere and I guess it’s us they are looking for.”  
 
    “That’s right” Rachael said squeezing past Scott “I was upstairs trying to find something that would fit, and I spotted them up the road. There’s about eight of them out there breaking into houses one by one and I’m pretty sure one of them was one of those blokes that ran off earlier. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Shit, Ok. Let’s get out of here quietly then. Grab some food and a knife each and we’ll head out the back door.”  David said, jumping up and wincing as he had forgotten his leg wound, ”Let’s Go” 
 
    Once again the three of them were on the move. Thankfully Rachael had running shoes on now, but David was limping quite badly as they followed Scott down the alley he’d earlier found and began heading back towards the main street. 
 
    Looking left and right David whispered that it was all clear, allowing them all to scuttle, quietly across the open road to the hedging alongside of the last building. 
 
    “What now?” Rachael whispered looking across to the open expanse of the industrial estate, “They’ll see us if we head that way?” 
 
    “I don’t know”, David replied “I don’t even know how they found us" 
 
    "Well we have to do something, we can't just crouch here all day" Rachael said as the rain became heavier and thunder gently crashed in the distance. 
 
    "OK this is all wrong, we need to double back to where they have already been as they probably won't be looking there again. Then we can find somewhere to hide for the night. Come on this way." 
 
    Leading them back over the road they had just crossed, David, Scott and Rachael, crouching low, followed the brick walls at the front of the Victorian terraced houses that ran parallel to the one being searched. All the while the weak evening light slowly faded and the rain fell heavily onto their cold, pale faces. As they walked on, they timidly listened to the shouting and screaming of the bikers search interspersed with the low grumbles of thunder. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
   A fter patching himself up and grabbing some pain killers Dave, along with Dan finally found Tod and his group stacking very large boxes that clinked around the back of an off licence. 
 
    “You took your time” Tod grinned, “Pete’s told me you guys would be along and also what I have to do. So, let’s get going then shall we girls?” Whistling to get the attention of the three member of his group Tod, with Dave and Dan in his trail headed out of the shopping centre. 
 
    Once outside Tod Grabbed Dan roughly by the collar and with an evil grin sneered “You lead the way and don’t, for fuck’s sake get us lost. I’m under orders to kill you if I have to.” 
 
    Nodding profusely Dan quickly turned and scuttled off back down the same road as they had used earlier.  
 
    It wasn’t long before they could hear the moaning and groaning that could only have been made by Stuart echoing off the shattered and silent buildings. Rounding a corner Tod and Dan almost tripped over Stu lying on the pavement slowly dragging himself along. His damaged leg, limp and twisted in an impossibly grotesque position, useless to him.  
 
    Kneeling down next to him Tod carefully helped Stu to sit up. “Man that looks bad” He grimaced “How you feeling?” 
 
    “Like somebody ripped my leg off you prick, what do you think?” Stu replied angrily 
 
    Stepping carefully over his twisted leg Tod circled slowly round behind Stu and crouching down he quietly whispered into his ear “Pete sends his commiserations to your family.”  
 
    Pulling the filleting knife from out of it sheath Tod quickly and violently whipped the wickedly sharp edge across Stu’s throat, severing windpipe and major arteries in one swift strike.  Shock instantly registered on Stu’s face as he frantically clutched at his severed throat. Gasping and clawing for breath his blood rapidly pumped out of his sliced throat and bubbled down his arms pooling in his lap. 
 
    “It’s for the best mate” Tod replied to the pleading gurgles coming from Stuart, “You’d have died a slow death anyway, so this way is more humane” 
 
    “What the Fuck?” cried Dan staring down at the quickly fading Stu “What did you do that for?” 
 
    “Pete’s orders” Replied Tod with a laugh as foamy bubbles of blood oozed out of Stu’s throat. His good leg twitching as death finally took hold, “He’s just a liability now with that leg. We can’t fix him up and he’ll just be a waste of good food” 
 
    “Man that’s harsh” Dave replied watching the pool of blood on the pavement get larger and larger. 
 
    “Right let’s get going” said Tod as he spun round and walked off. 
 
    Like a morbid version of Hansel and Gretel the group of bikers headed off into the evening drizzle leaving the dead body of Stuart on the pavement where he fell. The group followed the simple splats of blood on the pavement where David was slowly bleeding from his wounds. Using this trail they managed to follow for about a half an hour before the rain finally managed to wash the pavement clean.  Calling the group together Tod quickly informed them that they were going to start searching each house for a quarter mile radius. 
 
    At each house they knocked on the door and carefully listened for any sounds. If there were no sounds the group of bikers would kick the door in and begin a simple room to room search. Hearing and seeing sound and movement at one of the properties Tod’s gang light a huge fire at the front door and ran around to the back door to wait for whoever was inside to come out.  It wasn’t long before two teenage boys appeared rushing out of the back kitchen door and right into the clutches of the bikers. 
 
    With the evil grin back on his face Tod, holding one of the boys by the throat, said “Well, well, well what do we have here? New recruits I believe”. Turning to Dave and Dan he continued “Tie them up well and get someone to take them back to Pete. He’ll enjoy new help” 
 
    As the search continued Tod’s group of bikers were getting closer and closer to where David, Scott and Rachael were resting up. The houses were getting fewer and fewer as the industrial estate occupied more and more of the search area. Along the way they’d found one more group hiding by using the same simple, fire trick but this time it was a husband and wife that were flushed out. The result of this combination was horrific. Tod, with as much glee as carving the roast for dinner, executed the husband in front of the hysterical wife allowing her to watch as her husband’s life drained from his eyes. The wife was a better prize and Tod knew once he got her back to the group’s headquarters, he’d be having fun tonight. Gaging and tying the woman up Tod sent another of his group back to the Arndale centre with the prize. 
 
    After hours of searching houses Dave, his side aching terribly where he’d been punched, needed to pee badly and spotted a side alley where he could wander off to relieve himself. Facing the wall and half way through he could not believe his ears when he heard whispering coming from the end of the alleyway.  
 
    Finishing up quickly he crept quietly along to the end of the path. Across the road he could clearly see the girl and the two guys that he had met earlier crouched down whispering to each other. “Got you”, he thought grinning from ear to ear.  Dave carefully stepped back into the early evening shadows of the alleyway making sure he was not visible from the road. Watching the girls group cross the road towards him he could not help but notice that she’d changed from when he’d seen her last. Gone was the plain work skirt and jacket, replaced with well-fitting jeans and top. Seeing her again, with her long blond hair, tanned skin and toned body, he knew there was no way he was going to share her with anybody. Even if he had to run from the gang forever, he was having her all to himself. 
 
    As the girls group approached Dave flattened himself even further against the wall.  Gripping the iron bar he was carrying tightly, he waited for the girl to appear. She was in the middle of the group with the two guys at the front and back, so he’d have to wait until the first one went by before acting. 
 
     The guy that smashed Stu’s leg went past first and Dave held his breath as he was sure one of them would be able to hear his own heavy breathing. Once that first guy had gone past, Dave made his move, grabbing frantically at Rachael’s hair and dragging her close to him. 
 
    “Move and I’ll break her head open” he screamed holding Rachel, now with one arm round her throat and the other holding the iron bar menacingly above her head. 
 
    In total shock David and Scott gasped and starred at the large, greasy biker from earlier holding Rachael captive.  Foam ran from the corner of his mouth as he screamed at them to get back. 
 
     There was nothing either of them could do, from the look of the guy he was clearly insane and would likely do anything.  
 
    “OK, mate” David said taking a step back and raising the shotgun “don’t do anything silly” 
 
    Dave saw red, “Silly’ he spat, “do you think I’m stupid or something? I saw what you did to Stu so keep the fuck back or I’ll crack her head open right here in front of you” 
 
    “David don’t shoot you’ll hit her!” Scott screeched, his eyes wide with fear for Rachael 
 
    “Calm down Scott, it’s all going to be OK” David replied in his calmest voice.  
 
    With the biker’s arm round her throat Rachael still had her hands free. So, all the while the brief conversation had been taking place she was carefully trying to get to the carving knife she had selected from the house earlier. 
 
    Spotting what she was trying to do David nodded a smile of encouragement to Rachael and, trying to give her time and distract the biker, shouted at him “Hey asshole drop the girl and fight a real man, or are you a pussy?” 
 
    “Back of shit head and put the shotgun down or I swear to god I will fucking kill her” Dave replied taking a small step back towards the shadows. Dragging Rachael with him. 
 
    Rachael’s hand finally found the hilt of the knife tucked into her belt and, ever so slowly, she drew it out. All the while wriggling and trying to get free of the huge arm wrapped round her throat. 
 
    Placing the gun on the floor David began to heckle at the guy “Pussy, Pussy , Pussy” David said stepping forward while still trying to keep the bikers attention “come on be a real man I’ve put the gun down” 
 
    With a final scream and yank at the biker’s arm Rachael, with all of her strength, plunged the carving knife into the top of biker’s leg. 
 
    David immediately jumped forward and slammed his fist into the distracted guys face dropping him to the ground. 
 
    Screaming Rachael ran into Scott’s arms as the shock of what had just happened flooded over her. 
 
    David had one knee and his full body weight pinned on the biker’s neck, roughly holding him down as he squirmed around trying to get at the knife that was firmly embedded in his leg. 
 
    “Scott, pick the shotgun up and point it at this guy” David shouted as he struggled to keep him pinned down. 
 
    Shaken from his shock Scott finally picked the gun up and aimed it at the biker “I’m going to fucking murder you man” he screeched. 
 
    “Don’t. Really Scott. Don’t.” David replied “The rest of his gang will hear it and come to find out what the shooting is all about. I’m going to tie this piece of shit up and leave him here. They’ll either find him or he’ll die of blood loss. So, don’t waste the shot.” 
 
    Dipping into his makeshift pillowcase bag David pulled out a length of electrical cable. “I was going to use this for snares”, he thought as he started to strip the plastic away with his knife to reveal the copper wire inside. Forming a loop, he quickly made a noose and slipped it over the guy’s wrists pulling tight until it harshly bit into his skin. The copper wire was perfect for the job as it would not slip loose and was awkward to cut. Once David had repeated the process to the biker’s ankles, he stuffed a gag tightly into his mouth. He then started checking his captive’s pockets for anything useful. Finding nothing other than a small bag of weed he stood up and dragged the biker back into the shadows from where he had sprung. 
 
    “We need to move guys” David said as he emerged from the alleyway “we need to move fast, and we need to move now”  
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
   A lthough it was painful for David to walk they all made good time and managed to circle back along the narrow streets for about a mile. The frustrating thing for David was that each step they took away from the searching bikers was a step further away from his family. He could not believe that after almost a week since the shit had hit the fan he was still no closer to home. God knows what was happening at the moment to Kim and the kids. 
 
    Shaking off the crippling thoughts of his family David concentrated on just putting one painful step in front of the other, as his small group trudged on into the damp, wet sunset. 
 
    Scott, his arm protectively round Rachael’s, was exhausted. The fear and emotions of today had stripped him of whatever reserves he had left, but still he too trudged on into the darkening evening. 
 
    Even after it got fully dark and the rain became even heavier the small group continued to walk, further and further away from the searching bikers. Until finally David called a halt next to a paint shop. One of the very few buildings around with its windows still intact. 
 
    “Let’s go in here”, he panted through the pain in his leg “I reckon no one would look at a paint shop” 
 
    Too tired to disagree Scott and Rachael flopped down together by the back door as David hobbled round the front to see if he could get in. An old-style bell, hung on the back of the door, rang as David opened the door beckoning the others inside. Wet, tired and hungry they huddled in the admin office at the back of the shop, too afraid to light a fire in case it was spotted.  
 
    Rachael cried herself slowly to sleep in the protective arms of Scott while David, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in his leg, curled up on a pile of dust sheets in the corner. Sleep was hard to get, even in his exhaustion and David frequently woke shivering from the cold due to his wet clothes. Each time slowly falling back to sleep thinking only of his family. 
 
    David woke with a start as a huge explosion sent a pressure wave bouncing against the side of the building they were currently hiding in. It was still dark but the luminescent paint on the dials of his watch meant that he could just about make out that it was a little before 4am in the morning.  
 
    “What was that?” whispered Scott 
 
    “No idea, you stay there” David replied getting up from his pile of rags “I’ll go scout around outside” 
 
    Taking the shotgun still loaded with its one shell with him, David crept out of the shop making sure he left via the back door. In the dark of the night the clanging of the front door bell would alert anyone for blocks away. Sometime during the night it had stopped raining which was a welcome relief from the past few days. 
Once outside it didn’t take long for David to see what the explosion had been, as less than 200 yards away a petrol station was engulfed in flames. Around the jets of liquid fire, that were shooting high into the air, a group of about 20 very drunk teenagers danced and screamed at each other in enjoyment. 
 
    Suddenly a huge cheer echoed from the group as the roof of the petrol station collapsed into the flames sending sparks and flames high into the dark sky. Fearful of being spotted in the bright fire light David shrunk down and slowly backed off into the shadows between two parked cars. Quietly he began watching as the young kids were silhouetted black against the bright orange flames. From what he could see most of the group were in couples, all with a bottle of something in one hand and a weapon of some sorts in the other. David continued watching from the shadows as a lone member of the group, one of the largest and by the looks of it probably the ring leader, jumped onto the roof of an adjacent car. An old American thunderbird that had seen better days. After taking a huge swig from his bottle he began shouting, jumping and pointing “Burn it down, burn it down, burn it down”. The chant was quickly picked up by the rest of the group “Burn it down, burn it down” until every single member, male or female, were chanting. Taking this as his cue the guy on the car jumped down and, after again taking a further large swig from his bottle, run a short way down the street. From David’s viewpoint he could quite easily see what was happening as the guy paused outside his chosen target, a mother and baby store. 
 
    David was close enough to hear the guy laughing manically as he began to light the ends of the Molotov cocktails, he’d brought with him. Turning to his audience the big guy started the chant up again, this time in a whisper “burn it down, burn it down”. Eerily this was repeated in a whisper by the group as they eagerly awaited the next show. The big guys chanting got steadily louder and louder until he was screaming “burn it down”. One more swig from the bottle and he launched the Molotov’s through the nearest smashed in window and right into the centre of the shop.   
 
     As quietly as possible David slithered away from the frenzied scene he was watching and scuttled back to where Rachael and Scott were waiting in the paint shop. Once inside, with his finger on his lips to silence any questions, David explained what he had seen. 
 
    “We have to get moving again” he whispered “They’ll be setting light to this one next and with all of this in here it’ll go with a bang” 
 
    “Man can’t we just get a break?” Scott sighed “We’ve been on the run now for a week and haven’t even got anywhere. Rachael needs to get home and for all I know America doesn’t even exist anymore. Things are so fucked up!” 
 
    “Shhhh” Rachael said as she tried to calm Scott down “I don’t want to get caught, last time was enough.  Yes, I want to get to my house, but like you I don’t even know if home exists any more. Queensland is a long way from here.” 
 
    While Rachael and Scott were quietly chatting, David began to notice shadows passing the window at the front of the paint shop. The group that he had observed earlier was on the move and he was pretty sure he could guess why. Silently he crawled as far as he dared into the showroom at the front of the shop, laying low so he could get a good view of the front of the building. Judging by the intense light coming through the windows the mother and baby shop was now fully ablaze and as he suspected the paint shop that they were hiding in was to be the next target.  
 
    Outside David could see that the same deranged guy was leading the rest of the group in his direction. Like some mad pyromaniac of hamlet leading the flaming rats of hell he marched at the head of the group shouting the same rhythmic chant but with slightly different words “Fire it up! Fire it up!”. 
 
    Scrambling back to Rachael and Scott as quickly as he could David stopped them in mid conversation, “Guys we have some serious trouble. The group that’s setting light to things that I told you about, well they’re about to set light to this shop. They’re all out the front so we should be able to sneak out the back. Let me check and then we have to be off” 
 
    With that David scuttled of to the back of the shop leaving Rachael and Scott spinning at what he’d just said. Getting up, whilst still holding her hand, Scott explained to Rachael that he’d go see if David was OK. Reluctantly both he and Rachael let go of each other’s hands as Scott headed down the way David had gone. 
 
    In the darkened shadows Scott could make out the outline of David pressed up against the wall, carefully peering out of the window.  As he approached David pointed outside the window “They’re out the back too” 
 
    Just outside Scott could see a couple of small groups standing around waiting for the next show “What do we do?” he asked as quietly as possible “Make a run for it?” 
 
    Shaking his head David replied “We need a diversion, some way to get them all at the front or the back of this place so we can sneak out unseen. I might have a way of doing that” 
 
    “What’s you plan then?” Rachael asked making David jump as she silently joined them  
 
    “Well I wasn’t going to be left alone in the other room was I” she replied to Scott’s quizzical look 
 
    “These guys like fire and explosions so I’ll give them one where they’re not expecting it. We’ll have to be quick though as the guy with the Molotov’s will be setting light to this place soon.” said David 
 
    “How you going to make an explosion then?” Rachael asked 
 
    “Let’s very quickly pile a load of the best flammable stuff by the front door and I’ll make a simple detonation device. If we get it to explode just as they are getting ready to set light to this place it should draw their attention away from us getting out the back. I need you two to have a look at some of the cans and bottles and quietly stack the flammable ones by the door. I’ll build the detonator, OK?” 
 
    Rachael and Scott both looked at each other with eyebrows raised but it was Scott who asked, “How are you going to build a detonation device?” 
 
    “Simple” Smiled David “Deodorant, laptop batteries and water. It’s very MacGyver but I saw it on a website called Terminal Cornucopia. The batteries contain Lithium which reacts to water by burning at a very high temperature. Strap that to a can of deodorant and it will very quickly burn through the container exposing the propellant, which nowadays is butane, to the burning Lithium and bang!” 
 
    “So that’s why you have all that stuff in your laptop bag” Replied Rachael nodding in understanding 
 
    “Yep, now go. We don’t have much time so get going” replied David sitting down to build his bomb. 
 
    David began by prying open the black plastic covers of the laptop batteries he’d brought with him with his knife. Inside were a series of normal looking rechargeable batteries all linked together. Knowing that the next bit was the difficult part David carefully cut round the middle of one of the batteries and pulled the battery casing off to reveal the, for now, silvery lithium sandwiched in between plastic sheets. Quickly but very carefully he pulled out the wound-up strips of metal making sure that they did not touch each other as this would cause them to short and start the lithium sizzling. Almost like removing the plastic from cheese slices David’s’ next job was to remove the plastic sheet dividing the roll of metal. It was easy to see which of bits were the lithium as they very quickly oxidised from a lovely, shiny silver to a dull lead colour. Once he had what he needed David moulded the soft metal around the middle of the deodorant can a few times and, finally fixing it in place with a couple of copper wire loops, it was ready.  
 
    Fearful of a single drop of sweat landing on his ‘bomb’ David gingerly carrier the improvised explosive device over to where Rachael and Scott were busily stacking flammables by the front door. 
 
    “Are you guys almost done?” he enquired holding the device at arm’s length 
 
     “All done. Is that it?” Scott asked 
 
    “Yeah” David replied placing the can and it’s attached lithium on a table “It’s half of it though. I need to get water on it and then run like hell to the back door. So, you two get going and make sure you’re ready to exit as soon as it’s clear, I’ll be right behind you. Now go” 
 
    Needing no further encouragement Rachael and Scott took off; once he’d estimated that they were in place David filled a cup with some water from his pack and nestled it in place on top of a pile of turpentine thinners. Taking a deep breath David picked up the lithium wrapped deodorant and dropped it into the cup full of water. As soon as the water hit the lithium it began hissing and steaming David knew he’d only have a couple of seconds before the lithium exploded the gas in the deodorant so ran as fast as his injuries allowed to where Rachael and Scott were waiting. 
 
    After a couple of seconds of nothing happening Scott asked David “How long’s it meant to take?” 
 
    Looking back towards the front of the shop David replied “It should be any second now” 
 
    The explosion when it came was far bigger that David had anticipated. The violent shockwave that hit them knocked them to their knees, flames shot past as the windows shattered outwards from the source of the explosion. At the front of the shop where the door with the little bell attached had been, was now a ragged, gaping hole surrounded by twenty-foot-high flames.  
 
    Scorched and covered in glass cuts David pulled Rachael and Scott to their feet and with his ears still ringing and gestured for them to follow him as he ran out of the back door. In the darkness of the night they limped and ran along the side street as fast as possible all the while hearing small explosions continuing to go off back in the direction of the paint shop. 
 
    “Stop” Scott cried after they had been running for a few minutes “I’m cut and bleeding” 
 
    “Just down here and I’ll have a look” Rachael urged Scott as she pointed to a barely visible alleyway. 
 
    Getting Scott to lay down Rachael examined him and could clearly see that he was bleeding from five or six different lacerations, the cut just above his left ear was the worst though.  
 
    “How’s it look Doc?” he asked as she cleaned up the area around the wounds. 
 
    “You’ll live, head wounds bleed a lot so it’s not as bad as it looks. I’ll tape this on until we find some superglue” Opening the BMW kit again Rachael applied a couple of tapes to his head as she explained that back home in Australia a lot of the surfers were too far from either a hospital or a doctor, so they used superglue to stich up cuts and stop bleeding.  
 
    Grabbing his hand Rachael urged him on “Come on let’s get going before they see us. I don’t want to be caught again” 
 
    Motioning back the way they had come Rachael said, “That was a bigger bang than you thought wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yep, much bigger” David agreed slumping against the brick wall and panting heavily “I’ve only ever seen it done on YouTube before. Never done it for real, what the hell did you two put in the pile?” 
 
    “Just about anything that had a red flammable sign on it. There was quite a bit piled up there in the end.” Rachael replied “Oh and we also opened a couple of the gas canisters that we found and poured white spirit all over the pile” 
 
     “That would explain it. I could see how much you had collected when the front of the shop disappeared.” Stifling a giggle David continued “Some diversion though? You know ‘it was only supposed to blow the bloody doors off’” 
 
    “Oh, for god’s sake will you two stop with the films?” Rachael groaned 
 
    “What’s he talking about?” Asked Scott 
 
    “Just a pommy film reference” Replied Rachael “Just as bad as yours earlier” 
 
    “Hey, you did the Forest Gump” David said in mock indignation “Anyway it’s still going to be dark for couple of hours. So, let’s see how far we can get before dawn. We might have a better chance to hide and, well it’s not raining for a change.” 
 
    Heading out they slipped off in the opposite direction of the group of drunk, young pyromaniacs. There was little moon to help them as, although it had stopped raining, the night sky was heavy with clouds. Weaving in and out of abandoned cars in the dark was tricky and was made even more difficult as every now and again one of the cars would have a bloated, decomposing body staring lifelessly through the windscreen. Trying not to look, Scott wondered how Rachael managed to be so calm; he knew how badly he was freaking out in the dark, as the pale faces, the tortured looking bodies all brought home to him every nightmare he’d had as a kid.  
 
    The pre-dawn light just started to appear as the cacophony of bird calls heralded its approach. They had been stumbling along now for the best part of two hours. For the first part they went in a south easterly direction to avoid the two groups, then for the last hour or so they had headed in a more easterly direction. All the time David was using any available satellite dish as a compass bearing. 
 
    Rachael stopped abruptly “I’ve been here before” she whispered as she finally broke the silence “There’s a sports centre around the corner and a great big park next to it. We could use that!”  
 
    “How does that help us Rachael?” David asked quietly 
 
    “The park goes on for a long way and then leads out of the city centre. It’s got bike and jogging trails. We could follow them. It’s got to be easier than being out in the open between all of these buildings?” 
 
    “That sounds perfect” David replied, “let’s find somewhere to rest up of a while then when it’s light have a look at the park”  
 
    In the distance, over the top of the rooftops and roughly in the direction Rachael pointed, David just could make out the remains of a derelict natural gas works. Unused since Russia provided a direct link to the UK years ago. “Let’s head to the gas works and see what we can find around there” 
 
    Twenty minutes later the small group arrived at the thirty foot high rusting iron circle of the gas works. All around them were small starter or retirement homes wedged in side by side with little space in between. All quiet and all dark. It was strange the lack of people, David knew they must be there, just behind the curtains, hiding from sight, but the place looked totally deserted. David selected one of the nearest houses, one that had its doors wide open, as he guessed that if anyone was in there, they wouldn’t leave the door wide open. Telling the others to wait he limped inside to have a good scout round.  
 
    Scott and Rachael nervously waited outside, constantly staring up and down the road just in case anyone appeared. After five minutes as David had not re-appeared, they began to fidget nervously, both feeling very exposed and worriedly looking at each other. Just as Scott had decided that he was going to tell Rachael he was going to go see what had happened, the front door opened and David beckoned them in. 
 
     Gratefully the two ran inside, out of sight from anyone out there and into the safety of solid walls.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
   s tanding aside to reveal a couple in their seventies David said “Rachael, Scott I’d like to introduce you to Ron and his lovely wife Peggy” 
 
    “Hello” Ron said greeting them both with a firm handshake, “I’m glad I didn’t try to chop your head of like I tried to with David here.” 
 
    “Come through and have some tea. You look like you need it. Sorry about the candles but the electricity is down for the moment, I’m sure it will be back soon enough” Peggy said waving them all through into the kitchen. 
 
    Glancing at David Scott gave him a quizzical look “Well that was unexpected. Did he really try to chop your head off?” 
 
    Laughing as they walked through to the back-room David began to tell them what happened after he left them outside. He carefully explained how he’d entered the hallway where, because of the darkness, he’d been able to see a flickering glow coming from the gap under one of the doors. Fearing the worst, he’d silently pressed his ear to the door.  That was when he’d heard the hushed voices coming from the other side arguing about whether one of them should go out and look. After listening to the bickering for a minute David had decided that there was no threat and opened the door. It was only his reflexes that saved him though as Ron swung his wood splitting axe at his head. David had to duck low as the axe thudded heavily into the door frame inches from his head, imbedding its self into the timber. Trying to calm the situation David stuck his hand out for a shake and greeted them “Hi my name’s David” he’d said casually, causing the couple to stop in their tracks and stare at him, mouths open “I mean no harm. The front door was open, so I thought this place was empty.” 
 
    Stepping forward David had put his hand in Ron’s and began to shake it heartily “Ron and this is my wife Peggy” Ron replied warily eyeing David. 
 
    “Please to meet you” Peggy replied as David had shaken her hand “What are you doing here?” 
 
    David had explained that he and his friends were looking for an empty place to rest and meant them no harm “I’ll leave now and find somewhere else” He’d offered, but Peggy would have none of it and offered tea. Ron on the other hand was still a bit wary until David pulled the axe from the doorframe and handed it to him. 
 
    “So that’s what you missed guys” David finished as then all sat down in the tiny kitchen 
 
    The pre-dawn light was beginning to get brighter, but they still needed the candle light to see Peggy fussing over a camping stove trying to get the kettle boiled. “Won’t be long now” she said arranging the tea cups in a neat line on the counter top.  
 
    “Have you come far?” Ron asked nervously trying to make conversation 
 
    “Not really” sighed Scott, “It’s taken us days to travel less than ten miles. We’re trying to get Rachael and then David home, but everything has been trying to stop us. How have you two been?” 
 
    “Mustn’t grumble” Ron replied “Apart from the electrics gone, nothing has changed much for us. We don’t get out as much as we used to when we were younger” 
 
    “There you go dears” Peggy said placing a piping hot cup of black tea in front of the trio “Sorry there’s no milk. The electrics gone and the shop down the roads closed.” 
 
    Growing quite concerned for the elderly couple Rachael asked, “Do you have any family around here, anyone that can look after you?” 
 
    Pointing to a wall full of randomly framed photographs, Peggy replied “There’s our Darren and Kat in London, David and his family over in Liverpool and Sarah’s over in Oldham, but we don’t need no help” 
 
    “That’s right” Ron affirmed “We’re fine here, just wait it out till the electricity’s back. It’s like after the war” 
 
    Glancing rapidly from Scott to David, Rachael continued “But what if the power doesn’t come back on? How will you cope?” 
 
    “Can’t be too much longer” Ron replied, “It’s never been out this long before, but we’ll cope some way. Always have, always will.” 
 
    “David, Scott, Oldham’s kind of on the way to Greenfield. It’s not too far a diversion; if we get the address of their daughter, we could take Ron and Peggy with us” 
 
    Putting another kettle of water on the boil Peggy replied “Don’t you be bothering about us young lady. We’re fine just where we are, we don’t need no help.” 
 
    “Peggy’s right” Ron replied, “We’re fine just here.” 
 
    Through clenched teeth Rachael turned to Scott and David and hissed “We have to do something for them. They’re just like my Nanna and Granddad back home. We can’t just leave them here to die.”  
 
    “I agree “David replied  
 
    “Me too, we must do something for them” agreed Scott 
 
    “There’s no way they’ll make a trip out there with the way things are. We’ve barely made it this far ourselves. I suppose the best thing we can do is to get a load of food and water for them, so they can last longer, until hopefully someone round here takes care of them” 
 
    “What if we find the daughter and tell her they need her?” Scott asked 
 
    “It would be up to her but if we told her we gave them extra food she might be interested” David answered “How’s she going to get here though? Look at what we’ve been through.” 
 
    “I’ll come back with her” Rachael replied  
 
    “Not on your own you won’t” Said Scott shaking his head to show his disapproval “you could both get caught” 
 
    Standing up from the table David turned to Ron and Peggy “Thank you so much for the tea. Would it be OK if we camped out in you front room, just to get some rest?” 
 
    “I’m sure that will be fine” agreed Ron looking at Peggy “It’ll be nice to have someone else here to make Peggy feel safe.” 
 
    “Great” grinned David “Come on you two let’s get some rest, it’s been a long night and we can work this out later in the morning.” 
 
    Now that it had been mentioned both Scott and Rachael realised just how tired they were feeling and were both more than grateful to get some rest, even if it was curled up on a couch. 
 
    Pausing in the door way out of the kitchen David said “Ron, Peggy do you mind if I close the front door?” 
 
    “Yes, you do that” Peggy replied piling the cups in to the sink “Ron is always forgetting to close it when he goes out, must have been open all night. We’re lucky it was only you that popped in.” 
 
    “Goodnight” Rachael said as she left the kitchen “we’ll make sure no one comes in.” 
 
    “Goodnight, sleep tight” Ron and Peggy replied in unison. 
 
    Once in the front room they set about arranging the cushions from the couch in a way that offered each of them as much comfort as possible. It wasn’t long though before Peggy knocked on the door and entered with armfuls of pillows and blankets.  
 
    “Thought you might need these” She offered handing them out “See you later in the morning” 
 
    “Good night” they all replied as she left 
 
    “What time is it?” Scott asked  
 
    “Half past five” David replied checking his watch 
 
    Stripping off their wet clothes quickly Rachael and Russell dived under the blankets to get warm. Curling up next to Rachael, under the soft layer of blankets Scoot sleepily yawned and replied “Man what a night. Need some sleep, but my head hurts” 
 
    “You’ll be fine” Rachael whispered” I just need to get my hands on some super glue” 
 
    Whispering back David said “Get some rest you two. After what’s happened so far who knows what we’ll be facing later on today” 
 
    Although he was exhausted and still in some pain David was worried that no one was on watch. Ron and Peggy we already tucked up back in bed and he was sure that he could hear Rachael quietly snoring. Thinking it through there was not much he could do apart from stay up and then wake someone else to take over his watch. In this scary new world, he might just live to regret it, so dragging his cushions and blankets out to the hallway David positioned them so his feet were against the front door. With his newly acquired shotgun laying across his chest he finally gave in to the relentless tiredness sweeping over him as he lay down on the cushions and fell instantly asleep. 
 
    **** 
 
    Scott’s nose twitching to the smell wafting from the kitchen was what finally woke him from his deep sleep. Extracting himself from the messed-up blankets and the still sleeping Rachael, he grabbed his slightly damp clothes and crept out of the room, nearly stepping on David who was also still asleep in the hallway. 
 
    “Morning dear” beamed Peggy as he entered the kitchen “Want some breakfast? I’ve got it all ready for you” 
 
    On the small kitchen table Peggy had arranged what Scott could only describe as a feast. There was freshly cooked toast with blackberry jam, fried mushrooms, baked beans, spam fritters, scrambled eggs and tea. Grinning like a five-year-old Scott sat down and gazed at the food in front of him. He closed his eyes and took a couple of seconds to inhale the wonderful aromas wafting around the kitchen. 
 
    “Where did you get all of this?” he asked, then not to sound to rude he continued “Umm thank you so much”  
 
    “Well we’ve actually got lots of food haven’t we Ron?” Peggy answered nibbling on a bit of toast 
 
    “That’s right. We’ve always kept the store cupboards full by buying a bit more than we needed each week. You never know when it might come in handy. Like now” 
 
    “Plus you’ve got your allotment Ron” Peggy continued 
 
    “Not too much growing in it this time of year but I’ve got Parsnips, Cabbage, Brussels sprouts and Leeks. Plus under the cold frames I’ve got carrots and oriental salads all ready for harvesting over winter” 
 
     “And your mushrooms in the shed, don’t forget about them”  
 
    “Yep, plus we trade with Stanley, who lives next door but one, for his eggs” 
 
    Woken by the smell and sounds coming from the kitchen Rachael stumbled in bleary eyed and tussle haired “Morning Peggy, Ron” She said. 
 
    “Morning young lady. How did you sleep?” Peggy asked  
 
    “Like a log thanks. Where did all this food come from?” 
 
    “I was just explaining to you husband here” Ron replied about to repeat his story 
 
    Scott looked at Rachael and they both began to laugh 
 
    “Morning Peggy, morning Ron, what’s so funny?” David asked as he too had woke up and followed the smell of food into the kitchen.  
 
    “Ron was just explaining how they got all of this food to my husband here” Rachael giggled nudging Scott in the ribs with her elbow 
 
    “Ah I see what the joke was.” Grinned David before moving the question back to Ron “So how did you get all this food?” 
 
    Ron explained again about his allotment and the vegetables he was growing there. He also explained again about his mushrooms in the shed and how Stanley had a collection of chickens in his garden that he would swap the eggs with the neighbours. Munching on a pile of fried mushrooms and scrambled eggs David asked Ron and Peggy just how much food they had and how long they thought it would last.  
 
    Finishing his sweet black tea, Ron paused before replying, that he supposed what with the vegetable patch included, that they had about three months of food available. 
 
    “I guess there’s no need to go looking for extra food for them then” Scott exclaimed wide eyed 
 
    “What about water?” David continued “How you doing for that?” 
 
    “We’ll the water stopped a couple of days back, but there’s a well over at the allotments and the canal is only a five minute walk from here. I’ve been using the wheelbarrow to fill up the jerry cans from the well.” 
 
    “Amazing” Scott replied “You guys don’t need our help at all you’ve got everything sorted. We’re the ones struggling. Ha!” 
 
    “Plus” Ron continued obviously chuffed with himself “We’ve got the wood burning stove to keep us warm and cook with” 
 
    “But it won’t come to that” Peggy interjected firmly “Things will all be back to normal soon enough” 
 
    “Wow, just wow.” David said “They’ve got food enough, they’ve got water enough, heating and cooking is also sorted. It is amazing; these pensioners are better prepared than us. My only worry is security, how long before they get burgled or someone notices that Ron’s going back and forth to the allotments? The longer this goes on for the more desperate people will get.” 
 
    “The daughter?” Scott asked 
 
    “What if she’s not made it home or worse?” David replied thinking it through “No, I think the best option here is to try to get this small community to band together for their own safety. They seem to be doing very well on their own and the saying ‘safety in numbers’ is true. They need to make a community that is big enough and strong enough to make everyone else look for easier targets and just leave them alone.” 
 
    Finishing off his toast and tea Scott glanced at Rachael and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek “So, wife what do you think?” 
 
    This earned him another smile and elbow in the ribs “Well hubby, I still want to swing by Oldham to see if their daughters there and let her know her parents are doing fine if that’s Ok with everyone?” 
 
    “We can give it a try on the way” David replied, “but as you know I need to get home as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Right let’s see if we can round up a community” Scott replied 
 
    “First” Rachael interjected “Do you either of you have any superglue?” 
 
    Nodding Ron wondered off to his shed in the back garden and returned a few minutes later with a variety of glue’s including a couple of tubes of superglue. 
 
    “Perfect” Rachael smiled taking on of the offered tubes “This is going to sting Scott, but it’ll be better than getting an infection. Now sit down and let’s take a look” 
 
    First Rachael carefully cleaned the cut on Scott’s head using some of the disinfectant wipes from the BMW medical kit, leaving his wound nice and clean and free from too much blood. Then she quickly snapped of the end of the superglue and squeezed most of the tube over the cut.  
 
    “Aww” Scott shouted jumping up and holding his hand to his cut “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Move your hand or it’ll stick to your head” Rachael replied “and sit down and don’t be a baby”  
 
    Once Scott was sat down again Rachael cleared the area again to see it the glue had closed the entire wound. In the corner of the cut a small amount of blood was still able to well up so she re-applied the last of the glue to that area and waited for it to dry again. 
 
    “There all done” She said applying a band aid “you’ll have a small scar but it’s all sealed so you shouldn’t get it infected” 
 
    Grabbing her by the shoulders Scott kissed Rachael firmly on the lips “You’re amazing” he said. 
 
    After helping Peggy do the washing up they headed out, and with the help of Ron, began knocking on doors. Most of the houses looked deserted but Ron knew everyone who once lived in the area and he also knew who was still around. So, he just marched up to the first door he knew that had someone still living there and began knocking and calling out the owner’s name.  
 
    “Jim, Sandra are you there its Ron” he called out 
 
    After a few seconds the door opened a crack and a head popped out “What’s up Ron? Who are they?” came the reply. 
 
    “They’re friends of mine. Come to help us” 
 
    “Any friend of Ron is a friend of mine, come in.” John said opening the door a bit further 
 
    Once inside, the house looked exactly like Ron’s and the three of them again found themselves sitting at a kitchen table drinking black tea. David began by explaining everything they had all been through in the past few days particularly the events with the Hells Angels and how they were systematically ransacking every building as they went. He could see from their faces that they were scared but David continued and began explaining what he believed to be the reason behind the lack of power. Ron and Jim listened intently, and once David was finished, they both bombarding him with question after question. David answered as best he could, all the while reminding them that he was not an expert, just someone that had read up a lot about this type of thing. 
 
    “So, from what you’ve said, you believe that the power will never come back on?” Jim finally asked 
 
    “One day perhaps we might be able to rebuild what we had, but not for a very long time. We’re basically now back in the dark ages without the skills to survive. Did you know” David continued “That it’s estimated that after an event like this, that about eighty per cent of the population will die within the first year?” 
 
    “Aye I can well believe that” Said Jim “Lots have died already, and you say that was radiation sickness. I thought it was Spanish Flu myself but it doesn’t matter dead is dead” 
 
    Just like Peggy, Sandra was busy making sure that everyone had enough tea to drink and was listening in to the conversation “I saw the plane fall out of the sky” she said “you know back a handful of days when the TV stopped working? Well I went upstairs to see if the pigeons were on the aerial again and there it was, in clear sight, falling straight down to the ground. It gave off one almighty explosion. So sad.” 
 
    “You never told me that” said Jim 
 
    “Well I am now and I for one think we need to do something to protect ourselves” She replied  
 
    Jim and Ron by now had heard enough to agree also and started asking David what he felt they should do. David’s plan was straightforward. Firstly, they will need to get as many people involved as possible as they would always need to have two people patrolling together day and night. They would also need to restrict access to the area by positioning cars at the four intersections that formed the block they all lived in. David also went on to explain that they should find out who has weapons and of what type, so they could be shared out for the patrols and protection.  
 
    “One more question” David said, “No disrespect, but are you all pensioners that live here?” 
 
    Ron shook his head “No, it’s mostly pensioners but there’s quite a few young’uns that live round here too” 
 
    David was quietly relieved that there were not just pensioners around, as he was worried that they might not be physically fit enough to properly protect themselves from the gangs that were forming in the city. With this thought in mind, David felt that it might be a really good idea if they next spoke to one of the younger residents in the street just to see if they were as keen to join the community security patrols.  
 
    Jim had decided to tag along as they all wandered down the street to the next property on Ron’s internal list of houses with people. There were five of them now in the small group that gathered outside the chosen house and again Ron knocked and called out the owner’s name until finally a woman, in her mid-thirties, opened the door looking exhausted. 
 
    “Morning Emily” Smiled Ron “Are you OK? Is Rob home?” 
 
    “Oh Ron” Emily began bursting into tears “Robert went to work as normal a few days ago but never came home. I’m worried sick. I tried to walk to find him but it’s just too far, so had to come back.” 
 
    “There, there” said Ron giving Emily a hug and patting her back soothingly “We’re here now” 
 
    Rachael stepped forward and introduced herself to Emily, asking if they could all come inside. Nodding between sobs Emily pulled herself from the comforting embrace of Ron and ushered them inside. Once inside Scott was again amazed how all of the houses were laid out exactly the same and he had a massive feeling of déjà vu as they crowded around the kitchen table. This time though there was far too many people to sit around the kitchen table.  
 
    Looking around Rachael could see the difference in this house to the two previous ones, it looked ransacked and empty. “How are you coping?” she asked, “Do you have enough to eat?” 
 
    “I ran out of food yesterday. I’d ordered a Tesco home delivery and it was booked for a couple of days ago, it never turned up and since I went to find Rob well I’ve been too afraid to go out again. There were dead people everywhere, and on the way back I was chased by a gang of men. They almost got me, but I lost them down by the canal. I was so scared.” 
 
    “Hey” replied Rachael “You made it back so that’s a good thing” 
 
    “Yes” replied Ron “You can come and stay with me and Peggy we’ve got lots of food to share and I’m sure Peggy would like the company of someone else other than me” 
 
    Crying with gratitude Emily accepted Ron’s offer to stay with him and Peggy but wanted to leave a big note just in case Rob got back, to tell him where she was.  
 
    There was no tea this time and Rachael took the lead in telling Emily their story about everything that had happened to them on their way here. She put particular emphasis on being grabbed and attached. After that Emily didn’t take much persuading as she had herself seen what the world outside was like now and it scared her. Not one for camping and the great outdoors she had been horrified at how quickly things had changed for the worse. 
 
    After they had all talked it through some more, they invited Emily to join the six of them to visit the next address on Ron’s list. All morning they repeated the same process of Ron knocking on the door and then the group explaining their story so by lunch time they had about a dozen extra people in their group.  
 
    David, Scott and Rachael all felt very pleased with themselves in that they had managed to initiate the community to club together for the whole group’s survival. So, leaving Ron and Jim to continue the process, they headed back to see Peggy and collect their few belongings.  
 
    As if by magic Peggy had lunch waiting for them when they arrived. Soup and homemade bread all washed down with some more of her sweet, black tea. David knew it was going to be difficult for the others to leave purely because since this all started, this had been the only place where they could eat properly and sleep comfortably.  
 
    “We should probably leave now” David said after finishing his lunch “We’ve still got a fair way to go to get you home Rachael” 
 
    “I know” She sighed “but do you think we should spend this afternoon making sure they are all sorted? I mean we’ve started this for them, which is great, but it feels like we’re just leaving them to it.” 
 
    “She makes sense David” Scott added “It’s great that they all want to do this but you’re the one that needs to give them a bit of training, otherwise people could get hurt working out what you already know. There’s no Google any more. So, it’s all trial and error” 
 
    David paused and looked at the two young people that have suddenly become the most important to him apart from his family. They both stared at him with imploring eyes and he could see that they really, really wanted to help this group of people. They were not trying to prolong the journey out of weakness or for the want of a comfy bed, so he could see that they genuinely wanted to make this work for Ron and his group. Fighting down the gnawing feeling of fear for his family David begrudgingly agreed. 
 
    “Ok, look we’ll ask Ron, Jim and the others if they want any help and if they do then we’ll stay the afternoon and help them out. OK?” 
 
    Scott and Rachael both cheered at the response and Rachael even jumped up and kissed David on the cheek in the excitement.  
 
    They tracked down Ron in the middle of the road surrounded by about twenty of the local residents, their ages ranging from their mid-twenties to pensioners like Jim and Ron. As they approached David, Scott and Rachael could see and hear that Ron and a very large man were having a heated conversation.  
 
    “What’s up?” asked David moving next to Ron  
 
    “Paul won’t give up his gun” Ron replied nodding towards the other person “says it’s his and no one’s using it except him” 
 
    “That’s right” Replied Paul with a grunt “This is for me to protect my family with. Why don’t you give us your gun? There you are walking round here like you own the place ordering people about, seems to me that you should be the one offering you gun, not me” 
 
    Again, it was Rachael who stepped forward. After giving David a stern look, she approached Paul and said “How about you keep your gun but take part in patrolling the streets? That way you can protect your family even more as you’d know what was going on?” 
 
    Paul paused for a couple of seconds to consider what Rachael had said and before he had time to say anything Ron jumped in enthusiastically “You could even head up the security patrol, as you know, we’re going to need someone to organize it”    
 
    Paul considered this for a couple of seconds more before a smile broke out on his face and he replied “Yep sounds like a plan, you do know I’m bouncer by night? Well I was until all this happened” 
 
    “In that case” said Ron “You can be head of security!” 
 
    “I like the sound of that” beamed Paul 
 
    “Ok” David added slowly, just a little dazed at the speed of events “Let’s grab everyone we’ve got Ron, and head back to your place to organize the security” 
 
    No more than fifteen minutes later, about a dozen people were crowded round the small table in Ron and Peggy’s kitchen as David outlined what he thought they should be doing.  
 
    “Firstly, thanks for coming everyone” David began “Now I’m not an expert so if anyone here knows better or different from what I’m saying then please speak up.” 
 
    After a short pause he continued “OK from what I’ve learnt the best way to survive is to group together. Ignore all of those films and TV shows you’ve seen where the survivor runs off to the hills alone, its bull shit. Once the three basics of water, shelter and food are taken care off then security is next and to be secure you need to be big enough to scare off any attacks. Everyone with me so far?”  
 
    David stared around the room at the occupants to gage if they understood; all were nodding in agreement with him. 
 
    “So, let’s start with the three basics then. Firstly, let’s make sure that everyone has water, food and shelter. We need a team to go out and check what everyone has and see if there’s anything that they need. I’m going to start with Scott and Rachael in that team. Any other volunteers?” 
 
    Encouragingly everyone’s hand went up, so David selected the first three, being careful however to avoid choosing Paul the bouncer as he felt he’d need him later. Once the team was selected David suggested that they work out what they needed to do amongst them and just to get on with it. 
 
    “Report back to Ron when you’re done” he called as they wandered out into the front room. 
 
    “Next Security” David said looking at Paul “We need to block off the four corners of this estate so we can limit who comes in and out. What are your thoughts Paul?” 
 
    “Yep, standard crowd control that is, limits their ability to gather in large numbers so you can pick them off easier. Do you think we need to be watching twenty-four seven?” 
 
    David could see that Paul was really getting into his new role of security advisor. “Yes I do” he replied “from what we’ve seen in the past few days. Anything can happen; you should have seen the gang of kids setting light to everything, because if you’d seen it for yourselves well then you wouldn’t be asking” 
 
    “Fair enough” replied Paul nodding “I’ll organise a roster, I used to help with the ones at the club so it shouldn’t be too different.” 
 
    “Great. Two people minimum, two groups of four would be better, but I’ll leave that up to you to work out.” David replied lifting himself up from his chair “Let’s go move some cars” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
   S itting in the grubby office of the chapter’s club house Pete was still annoyed about Stu, Dave and Dan. His breakfast sat cold and congealed in front of him. He simply couldn’t believe that three of his members had been worked over by two regular guys and a girl. Since the power had gone out and the police had simply disappeared, he’d been lord of the manor, helping himself to whatever and whoever he wanted.  His imagination had been let loose allowing him to finally full embrace the pleasures that had been denied before. 
 
    The naked young girl laying twisted and bleeding upon the floorboards flicked her eyes in his direction as she struggled to move against the ropes holding her in position. “I haven’t finished with you” he said striding from the table to her side. 
 
    Stroking her damp forehead, he continued “so you might as well enjoy it while you’re still alive.” 
 
    The girl let out a muffled scream, silenced instantly when Pete brutally punched her in the face, splitting her lip even further and breaking her nose in a different direction.  
 
    “What?” he bellowed as Tod entered. 
 
    Eyeing the girl Tod began “Good news. The blond girl and the two guys that fucked up Dave and Dan have been spotted and they’re not far away. They must live round here or something as they should be miles away by now.” 
 
    “Go on” Pete smiled running his fingers through the unconscious girls long, dark hair. 
 
    “I’ve sent a couple of the goons to check it out as they’re only about an hour from here. As soon as they’re back I’ll give you the details” 
 
    “The day is getting better” he remarked lifting the unconscious girls head “Let me know as soon as you have something, now leave me alone I have some unfinished business here” 
 
    It was late morning by the time Tod got his report back from the scouts he’d sent out. They quickly reported that they had seen the girl and the two blokes she was with, staying at an old couple’s house and that they were wandering round like they knew everyone in the area. 
 
    Knocking, as the door was closed, Tod waited for Pete to call him in. Only once before had he not waited and the broken jaw he received had taught him to never underestimate Pete’s ability’s to inflict pain and damage. 
 
    “Enter” Pete boomed. 
 
    The room was cleaner than before, and the girl was gone. This was no surprise as he’d seen a couple of newer recruits dragging the girl’s lifeless body out through the back door in order to dispose of the body somewhere. 
 
    “They’re about an hour away and we think they are staying with one of them’s parents. I’ve got a group ready to head out as soon as you want” 
 
    “Perfect” Pete replied “Let’s all go and have some fun together. Get everyone rounded up and outside in ten minutes” 
 
    Tod spun on his heels and ran out to looking forward to a bit of fun himself. 
 
    Half an hour later the entire remaining members of the Hells Angel chapter of Greater Manchester were assembled outside within the fortified walls of the club house. Situated twenty minutes north east of the city centre and in the middle of a long abandoned former commercial area the club house easily stood out. Surrounded by seven-foot-high concrete walls it looked more like a mini castle than anything else in the vicinity. Topped with razor wire the walls of the cub house were designed to keep out the police but more importantly they were also designed to withstand an all-out assault by rival gangs.   
 
    Pete took in the sight of the remaining dozen or so members and was disappointed. Although he had ordered Tod to kill Stu if he was still alive Stuart had been very useful and his loss was very annoying.  
 
    “Ok you mother fuckers” Pete began “No one messes with us right?” 
 
    Nods and grunts of agreement were the only response he got. Most of the remaining members of the chapter had survived because they were wise enough to keep a low profile so they wouldn’t be noticed and therefore be sent on jobs that might end their lives abruptly. Those jobs were usually allocated to the new recruits to see what they were made of but now things had changed and there were a great lack of new recruits. 
 
    “No one messes with us right?” This time he shouted the question, but still got a muted response, nothing like he was expecting.  Pete’s eyes flared wide and a twitch started to tick in the corner of his left cheek as he struggled to suppress the urge to destroy. Rather than suppressing the urge Pete smiled and embraced it. The feeling of power flooded through his being filling his body with energy and force. There was no ‘one more time’ like the Americans say on TV you were either with him or you were his enemy. Taking the night stick from his pocket Pete walked to the nearest person in the assembled group, a scruffy looking, slightly fat guy who he vaguely remembered had joined just before all this had happened. 
As he wanted, without a warning, Pete whipped the night stick across the side of the guys’ head, instantly dropping him to the floor. No one moved in the assembled group, but their eyes followed Pete as he pulled out his knife and knelt down next to the fallen man.  
 
    “Are you sure you‘re with us?” he questioned kneeling one leg on the fallen man 
 
    “Yes, yes, oh yes” stammered the gang member trying to say what he thought Pete wanted to hear. 
 
    “Good” smiled Pete  
 
    “Just one thing though” he continued as he grabbed the hand of the man he was kneeling on, “I need to give you something to remind you that we are a family”  
 
    Pete slashed his knife down as hard as he could onto the little finger of the guy he was kneeling on, partially severing it at the point where it joined his hand. Steve! He thought as he finally remembered the guy’s name. 
 
    “Sorry Steve” Pete smiled “Usually manage that in one go” 
 
    With his full weight on Steve to pin him down, Pete managed to ride out the screaming and twisting as Steve tried to struggle free. “Shut the fuck up now” Pete whispered at Steve, placing the point of the knife at his temple “or I’ll fucking kill you, you cunt” 
 
    Despite the searing agony from his partially severed finger Steve managed to calm himself a little, knowing that with the knife pressed hard at his temple, that not to do so would be the death of him. Wide eyed and sweating, his chest heaving with the exertion of remaining calm, he watched as Pete hacked again at the remaining flesh joining his finger to his hand. Steve struggled to remain conscious as Pete finally sawed through and removed his finger. 
 
    “Now” Pete said catching his breath and standing up “let’s continue. I want the girl alive and the other two fucks dead. So let’s go” 
 
    In this new, free world he was now the king. No one would stop him, especially not some girl and her friends. No, Pete knew that whatever had happened, it had been the best thing that could ever happen for him as he had his own personal army behind him and there was nothing and no one that was now standing in his way. 
 
    ******* 
 
    David, Jim and Paul were pretty much exhausted as they managed to finally manoeuvre the last of the cars into position to form the barricade. In all they had created choke points at each of the four intersections cornering the housing estate. The cars had been tipped over onto their sides to stop anyone from being able to crawl underneath and they were positioned at forty-five degree angles down the road to overlap each other.  Standing against the car offered good protection and a fine view along the road. 
 
    Before they had time to admire their handy work Jim grunted “Look”. 
 
    “We’ve got company” he said to Paul and David nodding down the road. 
 
    Looking where Jim had pointed David could see about a dozen armed bikers walking directly towards them. “What is it with these bikers?” David thought  
 
    “I should probably have asked this earlier Paul, but how many shells do you have for that thing?” he asked indicating the shotgun he held. 
 
    “About a hundred back home, but only the two in here now.” He replied, “How many you got?” 
 
    “Just the one” David answered 
 
    “and back home?” asked Paul 
 
    “No, just the one in the gun.” He said “That’s all I’ve got and I’m just about to use it” 
 
    Leaning against the car body for cover, David aimed the shotgun just above the heads of the advancing group of bikers. “That’s far enough” he shouted pulling the trigger. 
 
    As the sound of the shotgun echoed down the near silent street Pete and his gang instinctively ducked and ran for cover. They began returning fire quickly as they dived behind cars and jumped over fences.  
 
    Huddling down with his back to the overturned car for protection Paul waited until the pinging of the buck shot stopped before turning to David “Ok genius what now?” 
 
    “Not sure” Replied David “Just wanted to stop them getting too close. Hopefully it’ll gives us a bit of a buffer.” 
 
    “Give us the girl and her friends and we’ll leave you all alone” Pete shouted from down the street “There’s no need for anyone else to die today” 
 
    “We’ll that’s not going to happen” huffed Jim “once we give in to them they’ll own us” 
 
    “If we’d had time to prepare” David joined in “We would have had people and weapons, but we don’t, but they don’t know that.” David was paused mid-sentence as Scott, Rachael, Ron and about a half dozen of the other residents came running up.  
 
    “We head the shooting” Scott said catching his breath “What’s going on?”   
 
    “Bikers are back in force and want you, Rachael and me” David informed them “Said they’d leave if we give ourselves up”  
 
    “So, what you going to do?” Ron asked 
 
    “You’ve got five minutes or we’re coming in” Pete shouted from across the barricades 
 
    David quickly scanned the crouching group in front of him. Between them all he could see they had assembled an air rifle, Ron’s splitting axe, a couple of iron bars and unbelievably a cross bow.  
 
    “That’s mine too” grinned Paul pointing to the cross bow “Got a couple of katana’s in doors as well. Proper like, not the cheap stuff you get in some shops” 
 
    “We should go and talk to them” Emily interjected “Tell them we don’t want to fight and find out if they’ve seen anyone else from round here” 
 
    “Now Emily you know that aint going to do no good” Ron said gently placing his hand on her shoulder “We all know you’re missing Robert and all, but they’re nasty folk and from what David, Scott and Rachael have been through it won’t do any good” 
 
    “We have to try” Emily said glassy eyed “We could negotiate with them. It’s just not right shooting at each other. It’s not normal. If you won’t go and talk to them then I will” 
 
    “Emily don’t do anything silly” Rachael cut in “I’ve seen for myself what they can do and they will not talk. You’ll only be putting yourself in danger, so please stay here where you’re safe. Ok?” 
 
    Staring Rachael straight in the eye Emily remained stubbornly quiet. Her lips were slowly turning white as her whole body was tensing up. Finally, Emily spun on her heals and stormed off back towards her house. 
 
    “I’ll keep an eye on her for you” Jim said as he watched Emily stomp off. 
 
    “How far is your house?” David asked Paul “Do you think we’ll have time to get your shotgun shells before the five minutes is up?” 
 
     “Yep, it’s just over there” he replied 
 
    “Good, because if those Hells Angels have any sense, they’ll be sending a couple of groups round each side to try to out flank us while we wait. So, I need as many of you as possible here to make noise while Paul and I take one person each and try to flush out anyone who’s coming up on the sides. Also, Rachael can you round up anyone else you can find and get them here to join this group?” 
 
    “Yep, will do” Rachael replied already running off. 
 
    “Scott, you, along with the rest of the group man this blockade until we get back. Jim you’re with Paul and Ron you’re with me. Let’s go” 
 
    Leaving Scott and the remaining residents to man the choke point David, Paul, Ron and Jim limped, walked or jogged depending on age, injuries and ability along the road three houses to where Paul lived. As with the rest of the buildings in this area Paul’s house was exactly the same as all the others in the street from the outside, a post Victorian Red brick terrace, with a single window top and bottom floor and a door at the front. Once inside Paul quickly ran up the steep stairs alone to gather his supplies. Even before David, Ron and Jim had time to start poking their noses around he was back down with the two swords and a carrier bag full of shot gun shells.  
 
    “Here you go” he said throwing an exquisitely sheathed katana to David  
 
    “Never really used one before” David replied staring at the beautifully lacquered black and red scabbard “probably end up just cutting myself. Here Jim you have it” 
 
    Jim’s aged face glowed with a huge smile as he received the sword and withdrew it from its sheath “Never used one myself either” he smiled running his eyes along the blade “but I’ll have a dam good try” 
 
    Once back outside David, after grabbing a handful of shells, quickly instructed Ron and Paul to do their best to try and circle around the estate and to get behind the bikers.  All the while, he warned them, that they should be watchful of any of the Angels that had split off from the main group.    
 
    Back at the main blockade Scott and his group were patiently waiting for the bikers to show themselves so the air rifle or the crossbow could take a shot. As time ticked on a couple of the residents started a hushed but agitated argument.  
 
    Wandering over to them Scott asked why they were making so much noise when just over the barrier a gang of Hells Angels were trying to kill them. 
 
    “It’s you they want” a very agitated middle aged and slightly balding man that Scott had not seen before replied “Why should we suffer, we don’t even know you? Just go and they’ll leave us alone.”  
 
    Pausing before replying Scott took a breath as he was furious at what the guy had said, did he not realise that it would not stop there? Once the bikers have control they will be little better than slaves to them 
 
    “Man, you think if I just walk over there and hand myself over to them everything will be fine and they’ll leave you alone?” Scott calmly asked 
 
    “All I know is that me and my family aren’t going to die for no strangers. So yeah if you and your friends left then they wouldn’t have any beef with us” he replied 
 
    “And then what? They forget you are here? In a couple of weeks or a month’s time when they need to search further for food as they’ve run out they’re going to leave you all alone?” Fuck me, thought Scott I’m starting to sound like David “If it wasn’t for David you would not even have a community. Each and every one of you were quietly hiding in you houses waiting to die. Too afraid to venture out let alone join together to protect each other. So, think about that before you throw us out.” 
 
    “You three still aint worth me or my family” came the reply  
 
    “Bob’s right” the other guy muttered “If it weren’t for you lot then they would never have come here and we would have been safe.” 
 
    Scott’s gut was tightening; the adrenaline was starting the surge through his body as his fury rose. How dare they say that he screamed in his head, it was after all him and Rachael that had persuaded David to stay longer to help these people and this was what he got in return for staying. 
 
    “Fuck you” he simply replied “we could have been long gone but chose to stay and help” 
 
    “Well maybe you should have gone” Bob snapped back bitterly stepping close to Scott until he was virtually nose to nose with him “and saved us all from this shit” he continued. 
 
    “Scott” Rachael said jogging up out of breath “I’ve got the rest of the people that live round here” 
 
    Fighting down the urge to beat the living daylights out of the idiot in front of him Scott sensibly walked away and joined Rachael with her group. 
 
    “What was that?” She asked as he joined her 
 
    “Ungrateful mother fuckers want to hand us over to them so they will go away” he replied 
 
    Rachael nodded in understanding, her eyes down cast as she thought it through. She could totally see their point of view. After all they had not been shot at, blown up or hunted down like she had. For them it was just a few odd days since things had changed and yes people had died but almost everyone she had spoken to believed that everything would be alright again soon. They truly believed that the government would fix all the problems and normality would resume in a couple more days. Turing to Scott she could see the hurt and betrayal in his eyes as he felt they should be grateful for what they were doing for them. 
 
    “Scott” she said gently laying her hand on his forearm. Then stopped “Oh shit what’s Emily doing” 
 
    Scott spun round on the spot to see what Rachael was staring at “What’s she doing?” he asked out loud.  
 
    Emily was waving a white t-shirt above her head as she strode purposefully down the street towards where the Hell’s Angels were waiting. 
 
    “Don’t shoot” she shouted “I’ve come to talk” 
 
    Stepping out from his cover Pete tried not to let the grin on his face show too much. He just could not believe his luck. He’d just been delivered a hostage, and a pretty one at that. Pete’s mind began racing through the fun he was going to have with her later that night. They wouldn’t shoot with her in the way so holding his hand up in the air to show they were empty he closed the distance between himself and the girl in a few sauntering steps.  
 
    Emily’s steps slowed as she approached Pete, she suddenly became aware how big he was and how dangerous he looked. Once they were a couple of feet from each other Pete stuck his hand out as a greeting. Taken aback Emily paused for a second before carefully taking his hand in hers.  
 
    “Name’s Pete and how may I help one so pretty as you?” he said bowing from the waist and kissing the back of Emily’s out stretched hand.   
 
    “Umm, Emily. My name’s Emily” She replied completely bewildered by his charming actions. 
 
    Straightening back up Pete gave her his best and biggest smile as he continued “And how may I help you pretty Emily?” 
 
     Feeling more at easy Emily smiled back “Why do you want Rachael and her friends?” 
 
    “It’s simple dear Emily. You see they are not as nice as they pretend. They attacked and killed one of my friends. I just want to talk with them and find out why” Pausing for effect Pete stared intently at Emily “They haven’t hurt any of your friends have they?” 
 
    Emily could not believe what she was hearing, it all made sense now. All along they had tried to stop her from talking to this man and his friends so they must have been afraid she would find out what they had done. Yes, she thought, they probably didn’t even want her to find out where Robert is. 
 
    “No, they haven’t hurt us yet” she replied  
 
    “Ah that’s good” Smiled Pete reassuringly 
 
    Out of a desperation need to find her husband Emily asked “Have you seen a guy, Rob’s his name, thirty six years old, five foot ten, Dark short hair? He’s been missing since everything stopped working” 
 
    “Why yes I think I have” Pete responded with mock wonder “We have someone just like that being looked after by us. Come with me and we’ll check if you want?” 
 
    Emily was nearly ecstatic with that news and began bouncing with joy, a sight that made Pete even happier as he tried not to drool at the prospects of tonight. 
 
    “Which way?” She asked looking of towards where she had seen Pete emerge from earlier. 
 
    “Follow me” Pete said walking back towards the cover he’d been hiding behind, the smile on his face growing with each step. He really was having trouble trying to suppress his laughter.  
 
    The second he was safely around the corner of the building Pete simultaneously grabbed the hand gun in his belt and flattened himself against the wall. Emily, still thinking about what he’s just told her, saw nothing of this and almost walked past him in her rush to be with her husband.   
 
    “On your knees bitch” Pete said ramming the barrel of the hand gun into her ribs “One word and I’ll blow your guts out” 
 
    Emily, like a rabbit in the headlights, was too shocked to even move. She tried to scream but Pete slammed his hand over her mouth.  
 
    “Last warning, on your knees bitch” he whispered inches from her ear, as he pushed the gun viciously into her side. Emily, her eyes wide with fear and with her body shaking uncontrollably, slowly complied and knelt down onto the dark gravel drive.  
 
    Pete almost danced a jig of joy as he beckoned Tod over. “Tie her up and keep her quiet. Then get everyone to join me out there” He said before turning back towards the barricade. 
 
    Scott and Rachael could not believe their eyes as they watched Emily first chat with, and then run off with one of the Hells Angels. 
 
    “What is going on?” Rachael asked, but before Scott had a chance to reply Pete began shouting again.  
 
    “Last Chance” Pete bellowed stepping out from his hiding place and dragging the now bound Emily roughly along with him. Once they were in the centre of the road Pete forced Emily to her knees once again.  Even from this distance Scott and Rachael could see that Emily’s hands were tied behind her back and a small gag had been placed around her mouth. With slow calculated movements Pete pointed the hand gun directly at the back of Emily’s head.   
 
    “Hand over Rachael and her two friends or the beautiful Emily here will be executed” he laughed as the rest of his gang emerged from their hiding places and joined him in the middle of the road.  
 
    Scott and Rachael were not the only ones watching the scene unfold. David and Jim had successfully circled round the houses and were now watching the group of Hells Angels from behind them. They’d not encountered anyone while they had carefully crept into position, David could only assume that they had either sent a scouting group round on the side that Paul and Ron were checking, or they were dumb enough not to have even tried to circle around the back. Either way it left Jim and David with easy targets that had their back to them and did not even know they were there. 
 
    “What do we do then?” Jim asked 
 
    “We wait to see. If we rush in or start shooting then it’s quite likely the girls going to be shot” he replied. 
 
    Shuffling down to get a better angle David caught frantic waving from behind a wall on the other side of the road.  Looking closer he could just make out Ron poking his head up and waving from his and Pauls hiding place. Judging by the look of them it seemed like they hadn’t encountered any trouble either. 
 
    Pointing out Paul and Ron to Jim, David whispered “Look there’s Paul and Ron. Looks like the odds are getting more in our favour.”  
 
    Before Jim had a chance to check Pete began screaming, he was very quickly getting more and more agitated as there had been no response. His face was turning red in a rage that made his hands shake in fury “You have five seconds to get out here or she will die. Five, Four.” 
 
    Out of nowhere a single, silent crossbow bolt shot through the air shimmering as it flew, its target judging by its trajectory was Pete. The intention had been good, but the aim was off, and the silent bolt slammed heavily into the shoulder of one of the other Hells Angels standing just behind Pete. The force of the impact spun the gang member to the floor.  
 
    Pure instinct made Pete pull the trigger of the gun he had aimed at Emily’s head. Emily never had a chance to hear the sound of the gun firing, as the front of her head exploded outwards where the bullet exited through the bridge of her nose, directly between her eyes. Emily’s Blood, bone and brain sprayed in a rainbow arc in front of Pete as her body went limp and she slumped to the ground in a bloody heap.  
 
    In shock and splattered with blood and brain Pete dived for cover, as around him all hell broke loose.  
 
    David could not believe what he was seeing as he started to open fire into the backs of the Hells Angels. Paul quickly joined in with two quick blasts of his shotgun, sending bleeding and dying Hells Angels to the floor in an agony of peppered shot. Over at the barricade of cars Scott, at the head of about a dozen residents, charged out brandishing his iron bar like some kind of frenzied Scottish clansman.  
 
    Quickly recovering from his shock, and seeing his opportunity from behind his cover, Pete began firing indiscriminately into the group that had just emerged from behind the barricades.  
 
    David was reloading as Jim, drawing the samurai sword from its sheath, headed out from behind the wall. Once loaded David fired the two shots into the gang, but that was it, David simply had to stop shooting for fear of hitting the wrong people.  
 
    Never in his life had David seen fighting this close up and it sickened him, there was blood, dead bodies and people screaming in pain everywhere.  Groups of residents and gang members were hacking and clawing at each other in a desperate attempt to remain alive and kill the enemy.  
 
    Gripping his knife tightly in one hand and his shot gun in the other David raced to catch up with Jim who was quietly but purposely limping towards where Pete was hiding.  Several shots rang out over the screaming of the fighting and two bodies staggered and fell. In amongst the chaos Scott was wildly swinging the iron bar he had collected earlier, occasionally connecting with an arm or a leg. Sweat was pouring off his head as he frantically jumped back and forward trying to keep out of the way of injury.  
 
    David had almost caught up with Jim when Pete causally stepped out from his cover, levelled his gun and fired point blank into Jim’s stomach. The bullet ripped a hole the size of a tennis ball in Jim’s back as it exited his body.  Jim staggered against the shock and pain of the shot. His eyes wide with the intense pain and a deathly fear locked upon his face as Pete stood there pointing the gun and smiling. Too slowly Pete noticed the sword rising in a perfect arc under his outstretched gun arm. His smile froze as the clean, steel blade sliced into his wrist, severing ligaments and bone. 
 
    Grasping at the bullet wound Jim slumped forwards giving David a perfectly clear shot, wasting no time he brought his gun up and fired two shots ripping apart Pete’s body.  
 
    Jim was dead before he hit the ground, his head sickeningly smashing on the pavement as his limp body gave no resistance to the fall. All around him the sounds of fighting and death echoed into David’s ears as tunnel vision focused and locked his eyes into the blank, dead eyes of his new friend. Stirring back to the chaos that was around him, David grabbed the gun out of Pete’s hand and stood up looking for someone to shoot, someone to pay for the death of this gentle old man, someone to take his grief out on.  
 
    Tod, still in the middle of the fighting, paused as he watched David’s shotgun shot tear through Pete. The blast spraying blood in a deathly shadow all along the wall he was stood by. Looking either side of him Tod grabbed hold of two of the nearest Angles and began dragging them away from the fight “Pete’s dead” he shouted at the top of his voice “Come on, follow me, let’s get out of here”. 
 
    Glancing up, where they could, the remaining gang members simply turned and ran from the diverse weapons the residents were wielding and joined Tod as he rapidly disappeared behind a house. 
 
    With the sounds of the fighting gone the screaming and groaning of the injured and dying became the overpowering noise that David could hear. The sheer terror of near death shrieked amongst agonising cries for help. David’s stomach turned as he took in the pain and suffering lying around him. Just a short distance away David could see Scott, iron bar still in hand, heaving for breath as he too glanced around and finally saw the same destruction David had. 
 
    “Jim’s dead” David said looking up as Paul and Ron wandered over. 
 
    “We saw” Ron replied, “tried to get over to him in time but” he paused not having the words to express his feelings. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Paul asked, “Do you think they’ll be back?” 
 
    “We bury the dead and look after the injured.” David solemnly replied, “Plan for future attacks but pray that there are none.” 
 
    As Rachael ran from behind the barrier to him, Scott still looked in a trance; his shoulders were slumped over, and he had a faraway look in his eyes. Flinging her arms round him in a huge hug she screamed in fury “What the bloody hell do you think you were doing leaving me like that? You could have been killed!” 
 
    “I’m sorry” he stuttered, tears welling in his eyes “I just wanted to protect you” 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
   R achael reluctantly dropped her arms to break the hug she had been giving Scott and finally became aware of her surroundings again. Not far from where they stood a middle-aged man was bleeding heavily from a long gash on his upper arm. The blood that was seeping through his jumper and along his arm began dripping from the end of his hand to pool on the ground.  
 
    “Hold his arm up while I make a bandage to stop the blood” Rachael quickly said to the lady that she assumed must be his wife. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch him!” The woman screeched as she violently ripped Rachael’s hand of the man. “This is all your fault. I heard what they said. They wanted you. They said they’d let us go if we gave you to them.” 
 
    Before Rachael had a chance to reply, the woman with all of her might slapped Rachael across the face sending her spinning to the ground.  As soon as she hit the ground Rachael felt a well-aimed foot kick her in the ribs knocking the wind out of her in a gasp. Enraged, the woman threw herself on top of Rachael, grabbing a huge handful of hair and punching at her face.   
 
    “It’s all your fault” the woman kept screaming in rage ripping at Rachael’s hair and face “all of this” 
 
    Paul reached the woman first and dragged her still punching from the defending Rachael. The rage and loathing very evident in every move the woman made, causing Paul to restrain her with a head lock.  
 
    “Let go of me” screamed the woman struggling against the hold Paul had on her. 
 
    Paul held tighter, fearful of just what she would do if he let this woman go. “Calm down and I’ll let you go” he calmly whispered into her ear.  
 
    All around the mood of the remaining residents changed again, David could see that although they were exhausted and deflated they appeared to be focusing their negative energy towards Rachael, Scott and himself. In David’s mind he just knew that the mood would really start to turn ugly as the herd mentality kicked in and the crowd started to focus the blame on the three of them. 
 
    “Why don’t you guys head back to Ron’s?” Paul cut in just before David was able to say the same thing “I’ll sort out things here and catch up with you later” 
 
    David looked both Scott and Rachel directly in the eye. He could not help but notice the bruising and deep scratches that were welling up on Rachael’s face. “Let’s go” he quietly said. 
 
    Rachael nodded and pulled herself up from the pavement joining Scott as he fell in line behind David. “Just keep walking and don’t say anything” David told them nodding to Paul, who still had the woman in his arms, as he walked past. 
 
    “Don’t think this is the last of it” yelled the woman as they rounded the upturned cars “We’ll find you and give you to them” 
 
    “Enough” grunted Paul as he loosened his grip on the woman “Let’s see to our people rather than waste energy blaming anyone. We’ve all been through too much lately” 
 
    As the rain fell it mingled with the tears that rolled down Rachael’s cheeks. She was cold, wet, tired and more than ever she felt a deep and profound feeling of home sickness. The past week had built up on her, piling one terrifying or life-threatening event after another, never giving her a rest and forcing her to be constantly running for her life. Head bowed and silent she wept as they walked back to Peggy and Ron’s house. 
 
    Scott was lost in his own dark thoughts too, silently raging against the hypocrisy of the residents here that they were trying to help. How dare they turn this into their fault, all they were trying to do was to help. Did they not realise that they would all probably have been killed or taken if David had not helped them? Fuming inside and cold he stomped behind Rachael all the way back to Ron and Peggy’s house. 
 
    “Come inside and get warm all of you” Peggy smiled, greeting them at the door. “The kettle’s boiled so I’ll make us all some lovely tea.” 
 
    “Thanks Peggy” David said removing his rain-soaked hoodie “We’ll all be in to join you in the kitchen in a minute” 
 
    Scott, who had given his coat to Rachael as she was still wearing just her hotel jacket, began shivering as he sat down. “Fucking ungrateful bastards.” He shouted, “We help them and they blame us!”  
 
    “I know” David replied, “Let’s just get our things and get out of here as quickly as we can before the shit really hits the fan.”               
 
    “I’m tired David” Rachael sighed. She had stopped crying but the build-up of all those feelings were still inside her, fighting to overwhelm her. “I’m not sure I can do this anymore” 
 
    “Of course you can. We wouldn’t have made it this far without you.” David kindly replied “but what’s the alternative? Stay here? I’m sure Ron and Peggy would love to have you stay and help, they’ve got more food that most people nowadays, so you’d be in good hands.” 
 
    Rachael nodded as he went on “but I’ve got to go. I’ve wasted too much time already trying to get home. The longer I’m away the more dangerous life gets for those left alive and I want to make sure that my family are looked after, as unfortunately, it’s just going to get worse for quite a few years.” 
 
    Looking up from her lap Rachael, wide and teary eyed quietly replied “At least you have a family you can get home to” 
 
    David paused, he’d selfishly never thought how he would feel if he was stuck, seemingly forever, in a different country totally unable to return to his family. Yet here was Rachael and Scott, both of whom will probably never see their own countries again let alone any family members, hardly complaining at all. Yes, he wanted, no needed to see Kim and kids yesterday at the earliest, but he had focused on his own personal needs disregarding Scott and Rachael’s. 
 
    “I’m so sorry” David said cradling Rachael’s head in his arms “All this time I’ve been focused on getting home to Kim and the kids, but I’ve not even registered that you and Scott may never see your family or even you home again” 
 
    Glancing up at Scott, David continued “I’m so sorry Scott, but I can’t even imagine how hard this must be for you” 
 
    “Man, you have no idea how fucked up I feel sometimes. This whole ride from when we met is too much. Ok I’m not married and don’t have kids like you but, shit I need to know if my mom and dad and little sister are alive. Fuck I need to know if the USA is still there” 
 
    “I can’t help you with that mate, sorry. The reality is that you may never know if America still exists, it’s just too far away now. I would guess that it is still there and in the same chaos that we are in here in the UK.” Stroking Rachael’s hair David carried on “Same with you hon. You may never get to Australia but you can be sure that they are not all dead.” 
 
    Rachael buried her face in her hands and sobbed as David hugged and rocked her back and forth just as he had done a few days ago to his own daughter. After a couple of minutes Scott gently tapped David on the shoulder “Paul and Ron are back” he said nodding towards the front door. 
 
    “Guy’s you’ve got to go” Ron spluttered as he burst through the front door “Debbie, you know the woman that hit Rachael, has organised what I can only call a lynch party for you lot.” 
 
    “He’s right” Paul continued “They want to give you three over to the bikers so they will leave them alone.” 
 
    “Like I said fucking ungrateful bastards, the lot of them.” Scott burst out, slamming his fist against the wall. 
 
    “Rachael” David said getting her attention “What do you want to do hon? Stay here or come with us?” 
 
    Scott paused, the fear of leaving Rachael evident in every part of his face. It was a second before he realised he was holding his breath waiting for her to answer.  
 
    “I’ll come.” She said quietly “If I stay I’ll just be putting Peggy and Ron in danger. So yes I’ll come with you. I may not be able to get home to Australia but I think I need to get home to my house just to feel safe for a while.” 
 
    “Me too” said Paul 
 
    “You too what?” asked Scott suspiciously  
 
    “I’ll come with you too” replied Paul “There’s bugger all to keep me here and I figure that my chances of survival will be better with you three rather that with this lot. Their idea of safety is giving the enemy everything it wants and that only works for a very short while before you run out of things to give.” 
 
    “So” he continued “I’ve made my mind up and I’m coming with you lot.” 
 
    “Do you even know where we’re going?” Asked Scott again with a suspicious undertone to his question 
 
    “Nope” grinned Paul “Don’t care either, being here is a death sentence. So, I’m coming with you whether you like it or not. Any where’s got to be better than here” 
 
    Standing up David rubbed his tired eyes “Ok, let’s go” he said 
 
    “Just like that?” Scott asked “You let Paul join us just like that, no questions?” 
 
    “Nope, no questions” David replied helping Rachael up from the sofa “If he wants to be with us then I’m more than happy to have him along. We need to get going so if you’re OK with it then let’s go?” 
 
    Taking Rachel’s hand Scott headed out of the living room. 
 
     “Am I going to have trouble with that one?” Paul asked David pointedly 
 
    “I don’t think so” he replied “but let’s keep an eye on it”. Turning to Ron he continued “Ron are you and Peggy going to be OK? Do you think you’ll get any grief from that lot out there?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine young man, so don’t you go fretting about us. Debbie’s going to get the harsh side of my tongue when she gets here and I send her back with her tail between her legs.” Chuckled Ron  
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    ome on you two, we’d better get going” David said hurrying them up “Hopefully Ron has this all sorted now, so we’ve done the best we can. Time to get you home Rachael!” 
 
    They all took turns in hugging Peggy and wishing her the best, but as usual Peggy dismissed it with a wave saying they were doing all right and it was them that needed looking after. So with a final peck on the cheek they headed back out into the abandoned looking streets of Manchester, back on their individual ways home. 
 
    Feeling less than refreshed, they headed out letting Rachael take the lead as she knew the area a bit and was diligently trying to head them to the park that she was convinced was just around the corner. 
 
    “There it is” Rachael said spotting the grand entrance to the park. The black wrought iron gates of the entrance were surrounded by two imposing looking gothic style buildings, circling a large stone war memorial.  
 
    “The paths just along here” Rachael said pointing past the cross that was the war memorial. Following her directions Scott, David and Paul jogged to catch up and were soon on a very smooth cycle path that wound through the centre of the park.  
 
    “Oh” Rachael said stopping dead in her tracks “It’s not a park”. There, laid out before her, in the lush green grass spotted here and there with tall elegant trees, were row upon row of solemn grave stones.  
 
    Scott burst out laughing “You’ve got to be kidding me” 
 
    Tightening the strap on his laptop bag David stepped forward and said “Well at least its daylight. I wouldn’t want to be walking along here at night. Let’s go” 
 
    “At least there aren’t any zombies” Rachael remarked then paused questioning herself “There aren’t any zombies are there David?” 
 
    “No Rachael there’s no zombies. There’s worse; people. So let’s get going” 
 
    Picking up their pace it wasn’t long before they were out of the graveyard and into a more heavily wooded area with a small stream running through it. All along the banks they could see signs of human activity, mostly just discarded rubbish. At one point they discovered the decaying remains of a dead man laying half in the water and half out. From the looks of things David guessed that he had probably crawled there trying to get some water to quench his thirst. Probably due to the dehydration caused by the radiation poisoning.  David was not sure if the man had made it in time or had simply drowned by passing out face first in the water, either way the water downstream from this would be undrinkable. 
 
    “This is why we boil all water now, there’s no knowing what’s up stream” David informed Scott, Paul and Rachael. 
 
    Being in amongst the trees they all felt a little more relaxed than they had walking down the deserted streets. The cover of the trees hid them so they would not easily be spotted unless someone came close. The dappled light of the Autumnal sun above eased them into a relaxed but comfortable walking pace so by late afternoon they had covered more distance than they had in the previous two days. David called for a break and with their backs to mossy trees they tucked into their supplies of water and unbelievably sandwiches that Peggy had gratefully provided for them. 
 
    Scott was almost nodding off when he heard a noise. Looking round quickly he spotted a couple of rabbits nibbling grass just a few feet away. Motioning to David he pointed them out. 
 
    “Can we catch them for dinner” he whispered 
 
    “Yes, it’ll be just like back home” Rachael whispered back her eyes sparkling “I love Rabbit” 
 
    “Let’s just leave them here for someone else” David replied “We’ll never just catch them without a trap and trying will just be a waste of energy. Come on let’s got going” 
 
    Getting up Rachael said “Boo you’re no fun” as she started off with Scott’s hand held tightly in hers. 
 
    “She looks better than earlier” Paul remarked 
 
    “Yep. I feel better too” replied David, “it must be finally getting out of the city and into the woods that’s cheered us up” 
 
    It was not long before the trees thinned out and the group came to a wide road crossing a couple of sets of train tracks. A metal gate hung quietly swaying in the wind, bravely trying to inform anyone that there was a two hundred pound penalty for trespassing on the tracks.  Resting one foot on the bottom of the gate Scott asked David what he thought about walking along the train tracks. 
 
    “It would be easier and quite level, but look it’s heading off in the wrong direction” he replied 
 
    “I’d rather be back in amongst the trees myself” Paul continued “It’s nice not feeling like there are eyes peering out at you from behind every window. Look, see what I mean there was movement in that window of that pub over there.” 
 
    Staring across the intersection of train and road to the old Pub Rachael inched closer to Scott “Ok, it’s agreed then, let’s cross over the tracks over there and get back in the woods” She said striding off. 
 
    “Wait for me wifey” Scott called after her  
 
    Running parallel to the train tracks the small wooded area gave them the security of being hidden as they continued in a roughly easterly direction. Once again, the trees thinned out and before them was a bumpy, grassed area in front of a selection of sheds with two very large ponds in the distance. 
 
    As they approached the buildings Paul paused “Shhh, hear that? What’s that noise?” he asked. 
 
    “Sounds like scratching to me” Scott replied  
 
    Walking closer to the buildings the noise grew louder and more intense. It was difficult to see into the building as the windows were painted over an industrial grey colour. “I’m going to check inside” Paul volunteered  
 
    “Seriously?” gasped David “Have you never seen a single film? It’s the end of the world and we’re barely alive after the shit we had so far and you want to investigate a mysterious scratching sound inside a building! What the fuck!” 
 
    “You stay here then if you’re scared” smirked Paul “I want to make sure it’s not someone who’s trapped.” 
 
    “More likely mutant rats” grumbled David “OK, I see your point. I don’t like it, but I see your point. Let’s be careful. You two stay here and if you hear anything come and get us” 
 
    “I’m coming with you” Rachael said shaking her head dismissively “We need to stick together” 
 
    “Fine. Let’s go” David grunted. 
 
    The first door they found was surprisingly unlocked and opened easily. 
 
    “Great. That’s ominous, an easy entrance” Scott whispered. 
 
    Following the corridor in the barely there, shadowy light provided by the open door they tip toed as quietly as they could towards the source of the scratching sound. Other quiet whimpering sounds added to the frantic scratching the further they went inside the building, causing the hairs on David’s neck to stand up.  
 
    “OK, I’m new to this coz I’ve been locked in my house since this started so sorry for getting you into this, but I now think this is a shit idea” Paul whispered, “Can we go back outside now please?” 
 
    “Too late now” Rachael replied glancing back 
 
    Paul shook his head in reply, grimaced and tightened the straps on his back pack before continuing after the others. 
 
    Edging down the last section of the corridor the light from the open doorway barely managed to provide enough visibility for them to see “Oh man this feels wrong” whispered Scott “We should not be in here” 
 
    “Well we are here and whatever is making the noise is behind this door” Paul replied “Stand back I’m going to open it” 
 
    Grasping the handle Paul gave a quick turn and stepped to the side letting the door swing wide open in front of Scott, Rachael and David.  
 
    “Oh my god” Rachael gasped, hands quickly covering her mouth. 
 
    On the other side of the door were rows upon rows of cages containing dead or dying dogs of various breeds and ages. David gaged as the stench of rotting flesh, dog shit and piss hit him like a physical force. Nothing he had ever experienced compared even one fraction to the over powering wave of death and despair assaulting him now from the open door way. Not even the dead cat a couple of days ago compared to this. Somehow he managing a shallow breath and through watering eyes he finally managed to glance fully into the kennels. There laid out in front of him were roughly twenty cages all coming off a central corridor, the vast majority containing desperately, sad carcases of dead and rotting dogs. Miraculously though a couple had dogs of various types that, although barely alive, were still pathetically clawing and whimpering at the chain linked door imprisoning them to their death sentence. 
 
    Despite desperately trying not to, it was impossible for David not to take it all in. Cage after cage consisted of decomposing dogs or puppies, resigned to their deaths  laying silently while all around the flies happily laid their eggs ready to turn into maggots and feast on their fleshy bed that had been prepared for them. Some cages were worse than other as in those cages the dogs had frantically tried to escape. Thirst, not hunger, had driven them to attack the cages they were entombed in. So desperate were they to escape that their paws were raw bloody, gaping wounds, shredded to the exposed bone.  
 
    Knowledge and humanity played out a balancing game in David’s head. On the one hand he knew that dogs, apart from people, will become one of the most dangerous creatures in the future. It really would not take long for starving packs of dogs, with no fear of people due to their upbringing, to begin to see children as prey. Then once the packs had grown sufficiently large the next logical step would be for them to then see anyone alone as an easy meal. 
 
    With most families in the UK owning a dog that would easily mean that out there, right now, were tens of millions of family pets ranging from tiny Chihuahua’s up to enormous St Bernard’s and Grate Danes. Each one all alone or even abandoned. All hungry, cold and afraid each currently searching for food, water and shelter and inevitability finding and gratefully joining a pack.    
 
    All this David remembered from reading, reading and re-reading one of the greatest survival books ever. One that was always ranked in the top five of any list of survival books; Ragnar Benson’s Live off the land in the city and country. To David it was literally the Bible of Survival and in it Ragnar quickly describes roaming packs of dogs as a hazard, but also points out that because of the sheer volume of animals that they could quite easily become a source of food. Dog meat, after all, is consumed all over Asia, Ragnar would even go so far as to suggest that dog farming could be an easy source of meat due to the size and availability.  
 
    All of this flashed through David’s mind as he weighed up what to do next, but before he could react, quite surprisingly Paul beat Rachael to be the first to run in and start opening the first cage containing the barely live dogs. He had his tee-shirt pulled up over his nose and mouth to try to smother the smell.  
 
    “Go grab some water from one of those ponds outside.” David said to Scott stopping him from opening further kennels, “Use whatever you can find to carry it OK?” 
 
    Nodding his understanding Scott quickly ran off back down the dark corridor. 
 
    Fully opening the door to the first cage Paul could see that inside was a small terrier type dog that was painfully backing away and growling with its long white teeth exposed and its eyes wide with fear.  
 
    “It’s OK boy” Paul gently whispered as he entered the cage “Shhh” 
 
    “Careful Paul”, Rachael said “Poor thing looks traumatised” 
 
    Paul slowly began to reach his hand out for the dog to sniff, all the time muttering gentle, calming words. Just when his hand was a couple of inches from the animal Scott entered through the doorway with the water he’d collected. This was obviously one too many potential threats for the terrified creature as, out of fear and instinct it lunged forward clamping canine teeth deep into Pauls outstretched hand. Blood instantly began to seep out of multiple puncture wounds as the terrier began frantically shaking it head from side to side, Pauls hand still attached.  
 
    “Get it off” Paul screamed as he grasped the dogs muzzle with his free hand, desperately trying to break the animals hold on his painfully, bleeding hand. With hardly any room to help him David squeezed forward, once again swinging the butt of his shotgun. This time however he was carefully trying to strike the poor dog hard enough for it to release its hold on Paul’s hand, but not too hard as to damage or kill it.  
 
    All the time Paul was furiously punching the poor creature on the nose in a desperate attempt to make it let go.  With the dog’s teeth firmly embedded into his hand, trying to pull it away only made the pain worse and the wounds larger. Finally, with the combined effort of Paul and David the dog opened its mouth to whelp in pain and release Paul’s hand. 
 
     “Come on Paul” David said backing away “Let’s open the cages and let them free and get out of here. We’ve again wasted too much time on this” 
 
    Clutching his hand Paul nodded and retreated out through the kennel’s door all the while watching the small dog.  
 
    Rachael had already grabbed the BMW first aid pack from her bag and quickly began to open up bandages and antiseptic wipes. 
 
    “Let me have a look” she said grabbing Paul’s wrist. After a very quick scan she could see that he had four or five deep puncture wounds, not bad enough to stop movement but they would take a while to heal. Once Rachael was happy there were no other wounds she began to clean and dress the wound “Stop being a baby” she grinned as Paul yelped and squirmed as the antiseptic wipes began to work. 
 
    “Scott” David shouted to wake him from the trance he was in “Focus now please” 
 
    Shaking his head and struggling to remove his stare from the cowering dog Scott turned to David “Shit, sorry man what?” 
 
    “Fill a couple of bowls with water and lay them just here in the corridor. I’ll open the other doors and the dogs can then fend for themselves. We have to get going”      
 
    Scott wondered off to find and fill bowls while Rachael completed the bandaging of Pauls hand while David carefully opened the remaining kennel doors. Very slowly and very cautiously the living dogs trotted up and nervously peered out of the cages. 
 
    “Oh really? Oh for fuck sake! More time wasted!” David growled as his emotions proved stronger that his survivalist training. For there in the third cage a Beagle pup, almost dead from dehydration was using its last minutes of life to scrape and crawl to the bowls of water Scott had laid out. Stomping angrily over to the puppy David was surprised that he and not Rachael have been the first to rescue the pup. However here he found himself carefully picking the young dog up and hand feeding water into its mouth. The pup’s tongue was frantically flicking in and out as the tepid pond water was tenderly trickled onto its lips.  
 
    Lost in thought David slowly looked up as Paul politely coughed “We going? Only you’ve been feeding water to that pup for quite a while now and you were the one that wanted to leave asap.” 
 
    The thoughts of his children, his wife and home enveloped David as he cradled the Beagle pup. A tear welled in his eyes once again at the thought of what could be happening to them. “Yep I’m ready” he said standing back up and moving to the darkened door way “let’s get going” 
 
    As David headed out of the forbidding, death riddled kennels Scott quietly wandering over and placed a friendly arm over his shoulders “That’s cool man, but are you going to put the puppy down on the floor and leave it here or are you going to carry it all the way back to Rachael’s place in Greenfield?” 
 
    Confused David was about to ask Scott what he meant when he felt a wriggling in his hands. Looking down he was surprised to see that he still cradled, baby like, the brown, black and white Beagle puppy in his arms. 
 
    Dropping to his knees David slowly and carefully lowered the puppy to the ground. “Sorry little dude, but you stay here” he said. 
 
    Replenished with water the little Beagle pup gingerly trotted off to find some friends. 
 
    “Let’s get going then” David said with a deep sigh, as he was once again reminded of his kids and the impossible distance between him and them. 
 
    A few twists and turns in the darkened corridors eventually saw them all safely back out in the daylight. Along the way a couple of the kennelled dogs had followed and were now gleefully bounding off towards the trees or the large ponds in search for water. It would not be long before the more timid or sick dogs were free from the building too David surmised. 
 
    Smiling at the thought of him David hoped that the little Beagle escaped and survived. 
 
    “We all good?” he asked stoically looking at each one in the group “Ok, then let’s get Rachael home” 
 
    It was a huge relief for David, and he guessed for the other as well, to be back outside away from the aftermath of humanity. Although the dogs would pack and probably cause significant problems for everyone in this area, he was glad that his group had at last stopped them suffering. 
 
    Back outside the group wandered quietly down a peaceful, leafy lane that was heading roughly in the direction they wanted to go. Large chestnut trees lined one side of the lane and hinted at a park or woodland deeper within. This was in stark contracts to the garish 1970’s concrete office buildings that lined the other side of the lane. 
 
    Russell was the first to notice the smell they progressed. 
“Wow”, he said wrinkling his nose in distaste “That’s starting to get as bad as the kennels and it’s getting worse!” 
 
    Up ahead Paul stopped “Look up there” he whispered pointing further down the road, “That’s got to be sewerage works” 
 
    David nodded in agreement, it did look exactly like a sewerage works and with no power for five[S1] days now it smelled just how he thought a sewerage works would smell after five days stagnating.  
 
    “Just keep going and we’ll be past it soon” he replied. 
 
    It was amazing how quickly a city as large as Manchester stopped and the countryside began. Just a short distance down the lane and thankfully for them all away from the foul smelling water treatment centre the houses rapidly disappeared to make way for golf courses, paddocks and large expanses of farmland. The views were uncomfortable though, as death, destruction and the start of decay could be seen from almost every angle. Rotting coupes of horses lay putrefying in pools of their own fluids in their paddocks. While nothing moved and the stark skeletons of abandoned cars still littered paths and blocked the roads in every direction. 
 
    As they walked on David once again found himself staring at Rachael. Her grim determination edged with both loss and fear were quite evident in the way she walked but he could very clearly see that she was cracking under the constant pressure that they were all now exposed to. Hour by hour she was withdrawing into a protective shell and it was obvious that poor Scott was at a loss to know how to help.   
 
    The day quickly disappeared as they marched further and further along the lane away from Manchester’s city centre and nearer to Rachael’s home. Progress was in silence as it appeared that everyone’s thoughts had turned inwards as and were focused on just moving quickly forward for the first time since they had left the hotel all those days and hours ago. 
 
    Being late October, it didn’t take long for the afternoon to quickly descended into a very early evening and for the light to start to begin to fade. This twilight was strangely different tonight causing David to pause in his steps as he thought he saw hints of green and possibly purple in the sky above the low hanging clouds. Standing there staring at the sky he was oblivious as the rest of the group doggedly marching on in front of him. Slowly his gaze turned from one horizon to the other with the sun weakly begining its final descent into darkness. 
 
    It took but a few seconds for the subconscious thoughts he was having to finally register alarm. 
 
    “Everyone” he shouted to get their attention before raising his arm “Look at the sky, that’s the Northern Lights” 
 
    Almost in unison they paused mid stride, before looking to where David was pointing. There in amongst the light grey clouds green, red and purple plasma trails squirmed intricate race tracks in the sky. 
 
    “That really should not be happening here at this latitude, something’s wrong.” 
 
    Turning quickly to the rest of the group he continued “Fuck, we might be in for another Solar Storm and that’s the warning sign. We need to get to shelter and be protected from the radiation as soon as possible”   
 
     “What? It’s happening again?” Asked Paul 
 
    “Yes Paul” David replied “and we all know how sick it made some of us last time. We have to get under thick cover as soon as we can” 
 
    “There’s sod all around here to protect us” Paul replied glancing left and right his eyes scanning over thin wooden stables and even slimmer cow sheds littering the fields in the semidarkness of early evening. 
 
    “Look there’s a bunch of houses up ahead” Scott said “How about we head for them then?”  
 
    As quick as they could the small group jogged along the narrow lane towards the row of cottages Scott had pointed to. These old cottages, although small, had very thick walls, perfect for waiting out the solar storm David believed was about to rain down on them. 
 
    The door was closed and locked, so David began shouting greetings as he kicked his way in. After a couple of kicks the door easily flew open and they all bundled themselves rapidly inside. Paul and Scott immediately ran off to scout out the house as David and Rachael headed into the kitchen at the centre of the house.  
 
    “All clear” came the shout from the two upstairs 
 
    “Yep looks clear down hear too” replied David with a shout 
 
    “There’s no bad smell either” Rachael noticed “We could be lucky this time” 
 
    “Or they’re due home soon” David added cautiously “Let’s make sure we’re secure this time before we relax. I’m going to bolt the doors and windows, can you get the guys upstairs to check those windows?” 
 
    Rachael headed up the narrow staircase in the centre of the house as David tried to work out what he was going to do with the shattered door frame after they had kicked their way through it. 
 
    Upstairs was as even smaller than the downstairs with two small bedrooms and a tiny bathroom. 
 
    “This is perfect” Rachael said with a smile and a sigh as she dropped heavily onto one of the beds. The clean, white, linen duvet encasing her like a soft marshmallow heated over a fire “Dibs on this bedroom” 
 
    Paul smiled at Scott as he replied “Yep you guys have that one, me and David will have this one.”  
 
    “Separately of course” he added immediately just to make it clear 
 
    Wandering up the stairs David joined in the conversation with a grin “That’s fine by me but I might need your body heat if it’s a cold night Paul” 
 
    “Whatever” Paul replied and, changing the subject quickly, asked “What’s the plan though? We staying here long?” 
 
    “That’s a good question” David said sitting down next to Rachael and Scott on the bed. Taking a deep breath, he replied “I have fucking no idea what’s going on. As you know I am guessing all the time, but we should not have the Northern Lights this far south. So, my guess is that its either that it’s a second solar flare or it was a nuclear bomb and that has truly fucked up the atmosphere so much so that we’re not getting much protection from the sun any more. Either way we really need to stay inside right now” 
 
    Paul joined them in the bedroom and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the now very full bed. His focus fully on David “One’s worse than the other though isn’t it” 
 
    Nodding David replied solemnly “Yep, Solar flares will die off, hopefully, and everything will eventually get back to normal. Bombs fucking up the atmosphere well that mean things stay bad for a very, very long time. Like Grandchildren before things stabilise kind of time”    
 
    Thinking about what David had said no one spoke for a while each absorbed in their own thoughts. 
 
    Laying there on the soft bed with Scott and Rachael, David glanced at his watch “Hey the clocks go back tonight!” he grinned “We get an extra hour in bed in the morning” 
 
    “If we’re alive” grumbled Scott 
 
    “Come on let’s get some food organised and see what we can do about staying warm tonight” David continued. 
 
    Although the cottage was very clean and tidy there was relatively little in the way of food in the cupboards leading David to come to the conclusion that it probably was a rental cottage. After a good look in all of the cupboards, they had found a couple of bottles of red wine, a box of cereal, some tea bags and a fresh-looking cake still in its packaging. No one offered to open the fridge or freezer just in case there had been food inside when the power went off. 
 
    It was quite dark by the time they had assembled their foraged food on the kitchen table and closed all the curtains in the small cottage. Thankfully Rachael had managed to find a couple of small candles under the sink when she was searching, and they were quickly lit to provide some light. Another draw produced some plates, knives, and forks while the cups were in an overhead cupboard. 
 
    A glass of red, a slice of fruit cake and a big handful of Special K later David was busting to go to the toilet. Not wanting to waste the water in the toilet cistern on a flush he quickly ran outside to relieve himself, Scott and Paul followed too. 
 
    “Should we be out here?” Scott asked glancing upwards.  
 
    “If we’re quick” David replied, “It’s that or inside and that wouldn’t be a good idea” 
 
    The three guys stood relieving themselves in different corners of the garden while overhead a magnificent show of the giant, green northern light swirls played out in an awe-inspiring display racing across the sky. Starring up in wonder David very nearly pee’d on his own foot. 
 
     Once they were all back inside it was Rachael’s turn to ‘view the lights’ as she put it and, after grabbing a toilet roll from David’s pillow case, disappeared into the garden. 
 
    “I think the fireplace upstairs might be real” Paul volunteered “I reckon we could get a fire going to warm us up” 
 
    “Back home when I was growing up my Dad used to light newspaper and hold it up the chimney to see if the smoke rose up. He used tis as a way to check if the flue was clear” Scott advised “Let’s give that a try first” 
 
    Handing Scott some more of his toilet roll to test with. David waited with fingers crossed until Scott gave the chimney the all clear. Scott then began to look around for something to burn, something that wouldn’t give off toxic fumes.  
 
    David and Rachael were busy downstairs attaching saucepans, bottles or practically anything else they could find that would make a good sound to the door handles and window frames in an attempt to build makeshift intruder alarms. The idea was that if anyone opened a door or even turned the handle the objects would fall with enough noise to alert the small group.   
 
    The next task on David’s list was to collect as much of the rain water as they could while it was still raining. David once again roped Rachael in to help him find as many buckets or large pots that she could in the cottage. Once they had scoured the place they quickly arranged these outside the back door hoping to collect enough fresh water to top up their current supplies.  
 
    Scott also returned a short while later with a couple of empty drawers and a collection of long shelves he had removed from the antiquated Welsh dresser standing in the hallway. David, Paul, and Rachael were now eagerly huddled around the tiny fireplace watching, with anticipation, in the dim candle light as Scott broke the drawers up into kindling. Their eyes began glowing in the flickering gloom as he set light to the screwed-up toilet paper he’d been given by David. 
 
    Passing the remains of the first bottle of red wine around they each took swigs warming their insides just as quickly as the fire built up to warm their smiling faces. 
 
    Outside a storm was beginning and rain started slashing at the glass in the cottages old sash windows. “I wonder how my family’s doing” David once again thought out loud with a sigh. 
 
    “Mine too” responded Rachael glumly 
 
    “And mine” added in Scott sipping from the bottle passed to him 
 
    “I haven’t got anyone to worry about” Paul said “caught my girlfriend cheating on me and move out into the rented house you saw about three months ago. I was a foster child when I was younger so don’t even know who my parents or grandparents were.” 
 
    “Oh I’m so sorry” Rachael said “that’s terrible” 
 
    Shaking his head Paul replied “Nah it’s all right, I’m used to being on my own. I have had too most of my life so I’m used to it” 
 
    “Well you’ve got us now” she volunteered with a smile. 
 
    “Ron told me your thoughts about what you think’s happening, but he didn’t give me too many details about you all. What’s your story then? How are you all together?” 
 
    Popping open the second bottle of wine David quickly filled Paul in on how they had all met. He began by explaining how he and Scott had worked together and how they had met Rachael in the hotel, before expanding on the journey to his house. Paul was very interested in the details of how they had gotten away from the Hell’s Angels and how they had also managed to blow up a shop along the way. So much so that it was quite late by the time they had stopped talking and the wine had run dry. 
 
    “I’ll take first watch.”, David grunted getting up from the floor “I’ll just have a check first. You lot get some sleep.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and gave their goodnights to David as he left the room. Paul snuggled up with a duvet and his shotgun on the floor by the fire while Scot and Rachael clambered into the bed together.   
 
    Outside the storm was still raging, turning the streets into rivers. With rubbish and debris strewn everywhere and no one to clear it away the storm drains had began to block up and overflow filling the streets. Staring out of the window David, once again, could make out a few light sources up and down the street. Not as many as he would have expected but hopefully that was because it was late. Down in the street the flashes of lightening revealed odd looking objects floating past. Things that should never have been wet and floating along the gutter, odd things like a dead mobile phones and someone’s Gucci wallet.  
 
    “Got to start thinking about water borne diseases with these conditions.” David thought as he went around checking the alarms they had put on the doors and windows. Content that everything was safe and secure he sat down, shotgun across his lap on the stairs and quietly cried his heart out. 
 
    It was midnight by his watch when he threw a couple of broken shelves onto the fire and woke Scott for his turn to keep watch. Handing over the gun and his wristwatch he curled up next to the crackling fire and fell asleep thinking of his kids and happier times. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   T he storm was still blowing outside when David woke up in the dim, grey morning light. Rachael and Scott were not in bed but he could hear them moving around downstairs. Stretching his stiff body, he pulled himself up from the floor feeling much older than his 45 years. 
 
    “You all right?” Paul asked through half open eyes    
 
    “Yep, just tired mate” David replied with a grunt “But I bet I going to be far more tired than this before I get home. How about you today?”   
 
    “Hungry and my hands sore” he replied heading downstairs shotgun over his shoulder. 
 
    Scott and Rachael had divided the remaining Special K cereal into four bowls and were busy crunching their way through the dried flakes. 
 
    “Here you go” Rachael said pushing the bowl over to Paul as he pulled a chair out to sit at the table “Not much but better than nothing”  
 
    “What’s up with your hand?” David asked joining them at the kitchen table. 
 
    “It’s throbbing where the dog bit me” he replied unwrapping the bandage to show everyone. 
 
    “Let’s have a look then” jumped in Rachael removing the rest of the bandage. 
 
    Once the bandage had been removed, she could quite clearly see that it was becoming inflamed around the puncture wounds from the dog bite. The six holes where the dogs teeth had punctured his skin were puffy and weeping.  
 
    “That’s not good” Rachael informed him after a thorough look “It’s starting to get infected and we don’t have any antibiotics to treat it. I’ll clean it out again and hope that it starts to heal OK?” 
 
    “Hang on” injected David “Is there any sugar here or does anyone have some on them?” 
 
    Scott nodded “Yes I’ve got a couple of packets left from the hotel room in my bag, but what do you need them for bud?” 
 
    David explained that in his constant quest to learn how to survive in just this type of end of the word scenario he’d learnt that in Africa they still use simple caster sugar to clean and sterilise infected wounds very effectively.  
 
    “The sugar basically draws out the fluids in the cut into the bandage, drying it out and depriving the infection of any liquid to grow. It then forms a seal preventing further infection.” he continued “It’s our best option with what resources we have otherwise we’re going to have to spend time hunting for a chemist shop” 
 
    With few other options available Paul agreed to give it a try and, with the packets of hotel sugar Scott provided, David instructed Rachael on how to pack the sugar down into the wounds. Judging by Pauls face this was quite a painful exercise but once completed and a new bandage from the BMW kit applied he felt much better. 
 
    Flexing his bandaged hand Paul thanked them all for their help “What’s the plan today then? It’s pissing it down out there and the winds rotten? Are we heading on?” 
 
    “Good question” Scott replied “It’s nice here but we can’t stay, we have to get Rachael home” 
 
    “Hey, you trying to get rid of me?” Rachael replied in her best Australian accent 
 
    “You know what I mean” Sighed Scott     
 
    “I need to get home too” replied David with an even stare “I think that even with the rain slowing us down, we should be able to get to Rachael’s place today so I’m heading out. Let’s see what we can salvage here that will help to keep us dry.” 
 
    “OK we’re off then” agreed Paul standing up from the table “It’s not going to be fun out there”  
 
    “What about the solar flares?” asked Rachael still firmly remaining in her seat “Are we OK to go out?” she asked glancing from face to face 
 
    Shaking his head and shrugging his shoulders David grunted “I’ve no idea Rachael, we appear to be OK after our exposure yesterday and last night. No one’s feeling sick, so I guess we just go for it” 
 
    “Can’t we wait until it stops raining then?” she replied pointing to the windows “How’s about maybe tomorrow?” 
 
     David paused as he could sense there was more to this than not wanting to get wet “You do want to get home don’t you Rachael?” he asked gently 
 
    “Yes I do” she snapped back instantly “it’s just” she paused trying to express her true feelings “It’s just I’m scared what happens after that”’ 
 
    “Why? What do you think will happen?” David asked 
 
    Lifting her head up from staring at the table she quietly replied, “You will all carry on trying to get to your home and Scott and I will be left there all alone to fend for ourselves.” 
 
    “As I’ve said before you’re both more than welcome to come on this journey with me. Let’s get you home first then we can work to what to do next, OK?” 
 
    “OK” Rachael replied tearfully “Thank you.” 
 
    “Right then let’s see what we can find to help us keep dry.” 
 
    After half an hour of searching all they had found were a couple of carrier bags each. These they formed into crude hats and even cruder poncho’s. Finishing the crumbs of what was left of the cereal they all started out the front door bracing themselves as the wind blustered into them.  
 
    “Please let’s just get there today” David thought, then with a determined sigh he lead the group out as they began the slow trudge through the pouring rain along the footpath that would hopefully lead them to Rachael’s house.  
 
    Almost immediately Paul pointed out with a grunt that no more than ten houses from where they had stayed last night was a pub called The Dog and Partridge. 
 
    “That would have been a fun place to stay” he grinned through his carrier bag hood. 
 
    Smiling back David urged him on “Let’s just get Rachael home today. We can then relax a bit, come on.” 
 
    They passed through the rest of the small village without seeing or hearing anyone or anything. The rain was doing a very good job of keeping everything indoors or hidden away.  
 
    With their heads down to keep the rain off, it was Paul who first spotted the chemists. Running up to the shattered windows it was easy to see that it had been completely looted and after a couple of fruitless minutes searching, they had found nothing useful. Heading off again the road began to rise into an overpass. The signs on the motorway below informing them that they were crossing over the M60. 
 
    Rachael grabbed Scott and, hugging him close to her with excitement, squealed “My homes about 5 miles from here. We can be there this afternoon” 
 
    With each step forward he could feel the cold rain trickle down his neck and back from where it had been collecting on the plastic bag he was using as a hat. His arms not covered by the make shift poncho were soaking wet too. 
 
    “I don’t want to rain on your parade Rachael” David said gloomily “But how many days has it taken to even get this far? Let’s just keep going”  
 
    Crossing the overpass David chanced a glance down. The motorway was almost exactly as he would have imagined it would be, a chaos of crashed cars piled into and on top of each other. Mangled wrecks the final resting place for the dead drivers entombed in their vehicles. With the total breakdown of the car’s engine and breaking systems the drivers would have had little or no chance to avoid the high-speed collision. Morbidly David began to wonder just how many people must have died in those first few minutes from car crashes and then he wondered just how many must have died from injuries or being stuck in the wreckage of their cars. Thousands he thought, no tens of thousands he concluded. My god it was school pick up time too, he thought struggling to remain calm, hyperventilating at the thought of all those cars with kids strapped into car seats unable to unlock themselves screaming for help. 
 
    Pausing quickly to hold himself upright and, breathing very heavily, David desperately tried not to think about his son and daughter being picked up from school. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Scott asked, as in his opinion it was evident David was about to pass out. 
 
    “It was school pick up time when this happened. I just can’t stop thinking of my kids being trapped forever in a crashed car” he replied between giant gasps of breath. “This is so hard. The not knowing. Harder than I would ever have believed, I need to get home so bad it just hurts.” 
 
    “Ok man, you stay with us and we’ll get you home if we can. Come on.” Scott replied hooking his arm under David’s to help him along “Each step is nearer for you.” 
 
    It took David a couple of minutes to compose himself and he thanked Scott for his help. By which time they had crossed the overpass and were heading towards a large grove of trees.  
 
    Paul was shivering as he walked up beside David 
 
    “Mate I’m fucking freezing” he volunteered to the group “I’m soaked through, even my underwear is wet and I’m going to get pneumonia if I don’t get out of this wind soon.”   
 
    “I’m with you on that” Rachael added “I can’t stop my teeth from chattering” 
 
    “Ok” David sighed “Let’s find somewhere to ride out this weather.” 
 
    Shivering and hugging themselves tightly for warmth they trotted along the road to the large grove of trees ahead. On the outskirts, they then followed a small path that lead some distance into the grove. As they wandered further into the dense woods the wind dropped and the canopy overhead reduced the rain falling on them to almost nothing. Although still cold from being wet, the lack of wind and rain helped to brighten the mood ever so slightly. 
 
    Looking around at the diverse collection of Birch, Horse Chestnut, Hazel and Oak trees David called for a halt. He’d formulated a plan in his head and wanted to find out what the others thought.  
 
    “Guy’s I think it would be safer to build a shelter right here, rather than risk being attacked entering another occupied building. Each time we knock on a door down to gain entry we risk there being an owner willing to protect their property behind it.” Pausing he pointed to a bushy and far more sheltered area of the grove to his left “The trees are really protecting us from the wind and rain quite a bit and we can get a fire going to dry us all off and warm us up. What do you think?” 
 
    Paul shrugged, Scott nodded, neither of them in the mood to continue in the cold and wet.  
 
    “How long will it take to build one that will keep us all dry?” Rachael asked, teeth still chattering “As, you know right, I’m so cold” 
 
    David guessed that if they all worked together they could have something in under half an hour and then even better they could work on getting a fire going. The plan was simple, using what they have collected to create a washing line between two trees that they could rest branches against the forest floor and the line between the trees. With enough branches and the plastic bags they were currently wearing in place the lean-to would be wind proof and hopefully water tight. 
 
    Rummaging through his bag David quickly estimated in his head that if he stripped the three core electrical cables apart he might have enough to build the ‘washing line’ between the trees they currently stood next to in order to get the shelter built.    
 
    Removing his knife David quickly began splicing the electric cable down the centre to access the three inner cables. 
 
    “I’ve got paracord if that’s easier?” Paul chipped in with a smirk “Mate, it’s got to be better than tying cables together, but if you want to do it the hard way..” 
 
    A smile crept quickly over David’s face despite the cold and rain “That would be perfect. I’m only using this because I thought it was all we had” he replied with a wink, “And I promise not to cut it”  
 
    “What! Seriously I’m lost here guys” Scott questioned “What are you talking about, not cutting? Is this another example of your British humour shit?” 
 
    Once again Rachael came with the answers and a small and slightly forced smile “You dufus” she said managing to be looking both loving and embarrassed at the same time “have you never used paracord? It’s a string with loads of smaller strings inside it. It’s what they use for the cables of parachutes” 
 
    “And” Paul put in “Never cut string or rope unless you really need to, as you’ll never get it back together again without knots and that’s when it really loses its strength” 
 
    “Ok, Ok I’ve got it but sometimes I really just don’t understand you guys at all. I’m never sure if you’re using British humour or just annoyed at something I’ve said” Scott replied with a sullen scowl 
 
    The rain had not stopped, not even for a second, and although they were mostly protected by the trees, the stinging kisses of near frozen rain in their cheeks was relentless. David’s numb fingers felt like someone else’s as he finally tied the paracord between the two trees. Turning to his small group he instructed them to fan out and find the long branches he’d need them to get in order that they could lay them on the rope and form the shelter they needed. 
 
    It took longer than anyone would have thought to snap and break enough branches and other bits of trees and bushes to form a make shift lean too. Shivering and hugging themselves to keep warm, they eventually managed to get some form of a shelter built using a very rough combination of branches, bushes, and the plastic bags they had worn earlier to make the whole thing for the most part almost water tight. 
 
    Finally, they were out of the rain and for the most part somewhat sheltered from the wind. The four of them sat sullenly, huddled together, partly still frozen and wet, but generally they felt a bit better than they had when they had all set out this morning. 
 
    David, taking a minute to sit and get his breath back after helping build the shelter, finally stopped and managed to glance around at the sullen group huddled under the make shift combination of bin liners and branches.  
 
     ‘Shit’ he thought unintentionally shaking his head. ‘This isn’t good’  
 
    “OK, who wants some tea?” he asked in his most enthusiastic voice, desperate to get them all back on track” 
 
    Cold and huddled together, he first got a grunt of approval from Paul, then a cascade of nodding heads from the rest of the small group. 
 
    David, internally, took a small breath to stop from saying what he really, really thought, but continued in a jovial way, his personal dark thoughts and demons still back with his wife and kids 
 
    “Ok, let’s get a fire started then. We can then get dry and have a brew.  After that we can work out what happens next, as you know it’s still early.”  
 
    David stepped out from under the lean too.  He was not surprised when no one else even tried to move, huddled together for warmth, three sets of eyes resolutely stared at the ground a foot in front of where David, now very wet, was standing. Looking back at them, despite his dampness, Davis could see that their expressions and demeanour showed every stage of beaten and of given up.  
 
    Despite feeling exactly the same as they did, David forcefully continued with his cheerful rhetoric. Fear kept him going, fear for his family and fear for this group of people that he had grown very close to over the last few days. Even if they knew it or not, every single one of them had to keep together in order to survive this. Each one had skills and talents that they would all need in order to continue to survive what was ahead. 
 
    More than anything David knew that if even just a single one of them gave up now, then one or all of the group would probably be going to die. Gone were the emergency services, the police, the fire brigade, and the fast response ambulances who previously would be with you in minutes. Gone was A&E to treat you and gone was the GP for everything else. They were now totally on their own now. 
 
    The simple act of making Tea, David knew from his research and training, was absolutely the number one psychologically most positive thing to do on the list of every survival manual had ever read. Simply by being able to make a fire and ‘have a brew’ brought most people back from the gut wrenching chaos and fear their minds were in and finally allowed them to focus on the simple normality and boredom of just drinking tea. It was evident that, once most people could see that an everyday item such as a cup of tea was available, then they could finally re-focus and, although still at the same level of fear, become resourceful enough and hopefully useful enough to become part of the ‘team’. 
 
    ******* 
 
    Wet and windy were never, ever, the best words to be used when describing lighting a fire outdoors in the wild, but for David it was now or never for his tired and very scared group. Altogether they were all emotionally so low that if he failed, he was very sure it would all be over. 
 
    “I don’t suppose anyone’s got any lip balm” David asked the huddled group 
 
    Teeth clenched to stop her perfectly, braced teeth chattering Rachael managed a glance up and snapped “I’m fucking freezing to death here, right? and you’re not lighting a fire because you’ve got chapped lips? What the fuck?” 
 
    Taking yet another deep breath David replied slowly to mask his growing anger “No hun. OK, trust me please? Usually lip balm’s top ingredient is petroleum jelly. As in the first part, petroleum. As in petrol” 
 
    “So,” he continued trying not to mansplain “if, and I’ve tested this myself before, you wrap a tissue in chopped up lip balm and light it. Well it might as well be a candle” 
 
    Nodding at his explanation, Rachael replied slightly embarrassed at her outburst “Sorry David, I’m so cold it’s making me grumpy, but no I‘ve not got any lip balm” 
 
    Scott and Paul’s heads shook too showing that neither of them had any lip balm in their bags either. 
 
     “No problem” David replied with another forced smile “Let’s get this fire started” 
 
    All eyes we on David now as he pulled out a half complete toilet roll from his lap top bag. His other make shift pillow case bag, serviceable but soaking wet, now held anything that did not need to be dry but was still useful like batteries and wire flex. 
 
    The wooden wind break helped do what it was meant to do and reduced the wind where David was going to light the fire. Quickly he began shredding the toilet roll into confetti sized sections to help with lighting. On top of that David also took the small, standing dead wood, they had collected from in the trees to form the standard tee pee fire. 
 
    Finally, a section of the larger wood was stacked next to the fire ready to be added once it was stable. 
 
    Kneeling down, almost in prayer, and in front of the soon to be fire David gave a grunt and smirk as he remembered the couple of times during his life when he had met Bear Grills. The best advice he had given David was that when he thought he had enough wood for the fire then he should go and get twice as much. 
 
    “I’ve enough” he thought flicking the flint on the Bik lighter. 
 
    Two, three, four flicks later the wind had killed any chance of the simple lighter starting a flame.  
 
    Making a deep sigh once again, David grabbed a handful of the toilet paper and, in a flash back to the way he used to light cigarettes when he was young and had been a smoker, he put the paper up and under his top. Once fully out of the wind and practically on his stomach David flicked the lighter and finally managed to ignite the shredded toilet roll. 
 
    Quickly David stuffed the burning handful of paper into the centre of the fire structure, praying that the wind and rain did not put it out before it had time to catch the rest of the twigs on fire 
 
    Protected by the fire walls the small flames were still buffered by the wind and large splats of rain that fell frequently from the trees above. Almost immediately the flames were blown out. After three attempts at trying to light the fire failed David sat back reviewing is options. 
 
    “Right” he snapped at the pile of twigs “Let’s get the big guns out then” 
 
    Reaching into his bag David pulled out one of his laptop batteries which he then placed, surrounded by the toilet paper, in the centre of the kindling. Turning to Rachael he asked if he could borrow her carving knife. 
 
    Still with chattering teeth Rachael handed over the large kitchen knife without hesitation. 
 
    Carefully David pulled out the connections at either end of the battery and laid the knife so that it was touching both connectors. Gratefully few sparks few as the knife short circuited the battery and it began to heat up.  
 
    With the knife point in the dead centre of the battery, David hit the knife hard with one of the larger logs they had collected. 
 
    Once exposed to the air the lithium in the battery quickly began to heat up and dark, evil smelling smoke spewed from the punctured hole. After a very few seconds the battery began to resemble a small fire work with sparks flying from the puncture hole. David quickly piled the remaining toilet roll he had used earlier over the mini volcano that was previously a laptop battery, and with a self-composed smirk, held his breath to watch as the paper burst into flames. 
 
    More kindling was quickly pushed on top to catch light as fast as possible. Finally, David added the small twigs and branches to the fire that was now properly burning. Thankfully the wind, that had previously hindered the fire, now helped to blow away the awful smell coming from the burnt-out battery. 
 
     Scott smiled “That was pretty cool man” he remarked through bouts of shivering. “YouTube again?” 
 
    “Yep, I saw Bear Grylls do this once in a YouTube video” David replied as he carefully fished around in the fire with his knife for the remains of the laptop battery. Finally locating it amongst the ashes and embers he hooked it out, and making sure it was fully dead, flicked it into the woods as far away from them as he could. 
 
    After a few minutes, when he felt that the fire would be strong enough to withstand being blow out by the wind and rain, David placed a saucepan of water on the edge. The rest of the group had moved forward a little and were huddled close to absorb as much of the heat from the fire as possible.  
 
    In silence they all waited, patiently watching the small pan of water, willing it to boil. After what felt like hours, small bubbles began to appear at the bottom of the pan. David dropped two of the tea bags into the water, and looking at his friends awed expressions, guessed that at this exact moment in time this must be the greatest feat ever accomplished by mankind. 
 
    They only had one cup between them, a simple camping steel mug that Paul had in his back pack. So, David poured half a cup full and tipped in one of the hotel milk pouches that he and Scott still held. 
 
    “Ladies first” he offered handing the cup to Rachael. 
 
    Rachael took the cup from him with extreme tenderness and very carefully wrapped both her hands round the mug, clutching it tightly to her chest. Slowly she breathed in the vapour streaming from the hot tea.  
 
    Looking up after a couple of seconds she said with complete honestly and a slight catch in her voice “Thank you, you keep me going. I just don’t know what I would have done without you”  
 
    David understood, he felt the same too. Lowering his head and staring at his knees he replied “It’s the same for me you know. When this all started I was fully prepared to head off into the wilderness on my own and make my way home.” 
 
    He paused looking at Rachael, then Scoot and finally Paul “Looking back now, I’m not sure I would have made it this far on my own. So, thanks too” 
 
    David gave a weak smile as one by one they nodded their agreement and smiled back at him.  
 
     The fire and, probably more the tea, worked its wonders for this frozen group and although still wet they felt much, much warmer. Being out of the wind had helped tremendously with their warmth, as wind was one of the major factors in cooling the body when it was wet.  
 
    Knowing he had to get them moving on as soon as possible, David kept building the fire up and up with the dried logs from the wind break. It really didn’t take too long before he had a full-on raging fire, throwing orange curls high above the camp and radiating out heat so strong that it started to singe and burn his smiling face.  
 
    Looking up David realised that fewer rain drops were falling from the overhanging trees, this he hoped, suggested that maybe the rain was finally slowing down somewhat, and they could get back on the road sooner rather than later. However, David also noticed that the swoosh sound only made by trees in full leaf, blowing in the wind had increased.  
 
    “Looks like the rain is stopping” Scott noted sipped his ration of tea from the mug “Man, we need to get going soon if we’re going to get to Rachael’s house today” 
 
    “I’m not even dry yet” Paul grumpily replied waiting his turn for tea 
 
    Scott nodded his head and unconsciously slipped his arm around Rachael’s waist while he sipped his tea  
 
    “What do you think David?” he asked ignoring Paul for the moment. 
 
    “Yep, we’ll need to get going soon, but let’s just get dry-ish first OK? It would be such a waste of time if we have to stop again. I think we really just need to push on now and get there today sometime. Even if it’s very late tonight.” He replied. 
 
    “Have you got a problem with me pal?” Paul snapped suddenly, sternly staring over Rachael’s head towards Scott 
 
    “No” Scott replied a bit too casually, noisily slurping at his mug of tea 
 
    “Well, I fucking well think you have you cunt and” Paul paused mid-sentence sucking in a lung full of air 
“I think you’ve fucking had it for me from when we first met” he continued quickly extracting himself from the lean too. 
 
    “And” he added finally standing up after the confines of the make shift tent “Firstly after what I’ve been through, I would never steal another man’s girl but secondly and more than that I would not be an asshole to someone I needed” 
 
    “Fuck you man” Scott said jumping up “You’re a late comer, not part of us, an outsider man and” pointing to Rachael he continued with a sneer, “I’ve seen the way you look at her man, shit we all have you cock sicker. So back the fuck off or it will get real very quick”  
 
    “Real?” Paul snarled stepping forward to within mere inches of Scott’s face “You want real fucker? I never wanted your stupid bitch, you’re the one that has made all this up in your fucked-up head, but you know what? Now you’ve pissed me off, I just might take her from you and enjoy her to myself.” 
 
    Before he had time to realise he was being goaded, Scott swung his fist at Pauls head. “Stupid strike” Paul thought in the nanosecond the neurons in his brain took to register this and almost instantaneously his bouncer skills kicked in.  He managed to both block the feebly wild swing from Scott and make sure his other hand was clamped round Scott’s throat before Scott could even register his hit had missed. 
 
    In complete control, Paul moved his head closer to Scott’s until their foreheads were actually touching, a combination of rain and sweat glistening like jewels framed the area they connected. Their eyes were no more than a couple of centimetres apart when Paul let go of Scott’s throat, with eyes still locked on each other Paul raised his hand and pointed. 
 
    “Because of you” he paused, emotions overflowing and having slight trouble continuing “because of you I’m out” 
 
    Turning to David he continued,” Sorry pal, if it was you and me then I’d be in, but…” he gestured over towards Scott and began to walk away. 
 
    “Whoa fuck you man I’ve not finished with you yet” Scott jumped in ignoring Rachael’s protests “Bring it on mother fucker, let’s get this sorted” he said pushing Paul hard in the back with both hands. 
 
    Paul stumbled to the ground from the push. One hand stopping him from landing face first in the very sticky and wet mud. Paul could almost hear it as inside him something snapped. After everything he’d been through since he’d found out about his ex this was the last thing he was prepared to accept. 
 
    Growling, Paul stood back up and turned, swinging his shotgun directly into Scott’s smug face. The up and over barrels of the gun now as close to Scott’s fore head as Paul’s face had been only a few seconds ago. 
 
    “Go the fuck away” Paul exhaled tiredly “I’ve had more than enough”. 
 
    Still in a highly agitated state, but with the barrel of a gun pressed against his head Scott began to reply then paused, almost as if he thought better of it. It was then that he went to grab the Japanese blade that Paul had given him earlier out from its sheath.  
 
    “Don’t” Paul growled furiously shaking his head “There’s no need for this, Stop NOW”. 
 
    The polished, silver blade was only inches out of its scabbard on Scott’s hip when Paul pulled the trigger. 
 
    In the split second that followed Paul gasped and stared down uncomprehending at his own hand, still coldly holding the shot gun. He’d never wanted to kill anyone, let alone Scott, but call it instinct or survival or whatever you want, he’d now pulled the trigger, he’d killed Scott. The fact that Scot was dead was undisputable, the left part of his head was missing and he was quivering in the last spasms of life.  
 
    Rachael was beyond furious, beyond any emotion she had ever felt, she became like a banshee all fangs and claws, fully dropping all sense or care for her own wellbeing, she launched herself at Paul. 
 
    Once again Paul raised his shotgun, very well aware that he had only one shell left, he aimed the gun a Rachael’s fore head, mirroring the action he’d done with Scott a few seconds ago. 
This time was different though, as David could clearly see from the most visible of the tremors oscillating up and down along Paull’s arm, as he struggled to point the shotgun at Rachael’s blond, pony tailed head. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, you psychotic bitch. Fuck me. You’re exactly like my cunt of an ex-wife” he said pushing the gun into Rachael’s chest “Shut up or I will kill you just like I killed your fuck buddy here.” 
 
    “Rachael” David whispered “back away hon, please back away now. I’m here for you, there’s no need for anyone else to get shot” 
 
    Thrusting the shotgun hard into Rachael’s chest and knocking her flat onto her back, Paul hesitantly stepped back a couple of paces. “Careful now” he said making sure that the gun was still aimed squarely at Rachael’s head  
 
    “David, I’m going to need you to chuck your gun over to me.” 
 
    His eyes never left Rachael’s as carefully he let go of the front of the gun and began beckoning with his left hand for David to hand over his weapon. 
 
    Grimacing because he had no option but to hand over his weapon or potentially face the startling fact that Paul would actually kill Rachael, just like he had Scott, he begrudgingly handed over his shotgun. 
 
    Keeping his gun waving between the two, Paul carefully stepped backwards one step at a time. Step by careful step he backed away into the trees until he finally disappeared from their view and they heard him start to run. 
 
    David grabbed Rachael and hugged her tight “Don’t look hun” he whispered to her ear “Let’s just get away from here as fast as we can” 
They were both crouched down in a foetal positions, very alone and hidden amongst the swaying trees, as around them autumnal leaves were falling like snow in the silence. Sobbing and shaking her head Rachael replied, her Australian accent stronger now in grief “We can’t just leave him lying there, we must do something. Please?” 
 
    “Rachael hun, we can’t bury him, we don’t have a spade. What is it you want?” David Replied 
 
    “I don’t know. Something, anything. We just can’t leave him out in the open.” Curling into a ball she began to sob from the depths of her soul “Please David?” 
 
    Thinking for a moment David replied, “If I cut the paracord, the shelter should mostly fall on him” David realised he had trouble now just to say his name “the rest I can drag over him and he’ll be covered. Will that do for you?”   
 
    Rachael grunted her agreement but gave David a very faraway look, he could sense she was distraught and that quite likely at this moment she felt just as numb on the inside as he did. 
 
    David was not used to dead bodies, particularly ones of his friends and he tried very hard not to look as he removed the katana and the make shift bag Scott had owned. Try as hard as he could his eyes kept sliding up to the left side of Scott’s head, the area where his skull was missing, and his brain was exposed. Each time he saw the gap where his head should have been he painfully managed to yank his vision back to the task in hand.  
 
    Tears welled in David’s eyes and he had a physical catch in his breath in a huge sob each time he looked at Scott. Every second was a heroic deed to fully managing holding in the need to let his grief free. Looking at his clothes there was no way David was going to strip him and use them for himself, that was just way to wrong and, to be honest, they were covered in blood and gore anyway.  
 
    After a minute or two David had somehow managed dragged and arranged Scott as best he could close to the shelter. He suddenly was aware of how thankfully he was that Paul had not asked him to hand over his kitchen knife. Had that happened both he and Rachael would have been weaponless and in real trouble. 
 
    When he started cutting the paracord David found that it was actually quite an easy task, just as long as he forgot what he was trying to achieve. Thankfully the weight of the branches helped tremendously, but as he’d previously suspected, a good section of Scott was clearly still visible once the branches making up the lean too had fallen. Without asking Rachael if she thought this was Okay, David trudged of to find more branched to well and truly hide Scot from sight.   
 
    All the while he was busy at work Rachael sat hugged and crouched in a foetal position almost hidden amongst the bracken, quietly sobbing to herself. 
 
    “Come on” David softly said once he’d finished “Let’s get you home” 
 
    Unable to talk Rachael looked up to David, her red rimmed eyes streaming, she slowly nodded once and took his hand. 
 
    “Would you like this?” he asked offering her Scot’s sheathed katana. 
 
    Rachael glanced at the blood splattered sword and nodded, it was Scott’s blood on the sword. Her final connection with him. 
 
    “Yes” she said grabbing at the sword David held out for her “and thank you” 
 
    With almost infinite care Rachael tied the katana to her belt and, still with a quiver on her lips, stood up to head off with David. 
 
     “Don’t” David said, catching her face as she tried to look back “Let’s get going” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   I t had been a very, very long day already so David could hardly believe it when he glanced at his watch and saw that it was barely past one in the afternoon. Was it really still the same day that the four of them had left the cottage in the pouring rain? 
 
    Neither Rachael or David felt the urge to rush away from the last remaining connection they had to Scott, so they both solemnly, slowly and respectfully, plodded through the drizzle that was percolating down through the canopy of trees along the trail. David had to physically shake himself as he realised that he had been so absorbed in his thoughts about Scott that he was barely paying attention to the path ahead, a bad move.  
 
    Internally suspicious of Paul’s sudden disappearance, David remained determined that he would keep a watchful eye out. He was sure, immaterial of what Scott had thought, that Paul did indeed have a thing for Rachael. That was obvious to anyone within the first five minutes of knowing them. Glancing sideways so she would not notice, David probably for the first time since they began this journey, properly looked at her as a woman and not just as a member of the team. 
 
    Being happily married meant that he knew she was a young girl who had blond hair, came from Australia and was tough and that was about it. It’s only when you’re single that you see the extra bits that make her a woman. So, looking at Rachael now David was sure that Kim would not be happy at all and he’d have a lot of explaining once he got home. 
 
    “Home” he murmured aloud. 
 
    “What?” Rachael asked, her arms still tightly hugging her stomach. 
 
    “Sorry, just talking out loud, was thinking about my wife and kids, you know?” 
 
    “You really must miss them awfully”, she replied head, tilted down into the wind and drizzle. 
 
    “Yes” was all David could reply, too much emotion held inside to try to talk in more detail about them at this point.  
 
    Cocooned mentally inside their individual terrors, Rachael and David wandered silently and very internally along what was the probably the easiest path through the trees. Not caring too much where they went, as long as they were walking. Before long the trail path began to follow what David at first thought was a river, but after a short while it became clear that it was far too straight to be a natural waterway. David had to assume that it was one of the many canals that historically had been used to deliver textiles to the world from their manufacturing base here in Manchester. Had Rachael been back to her normal self she would have had fun telling David that in Australia linen was so synonymous with the dark satanic mills of Manchester that linen was actually called Manchester. 
 
    Although still very cold the trees provided protection for them from the worst of the wind and rain as they wandered along by the side of the choppy canal. 
 
    They kept walking with the water to their left for what felt like hours, neither feeling the need to start any conversation. David was happy to just put one foot in front of the other to put some distance between themselves and the remains of Scott. He kept reminding himself that each step forward was also a step nearer to his wife and kids. 
 
    The track eventually brought them to what had previously been a main road but was now littered with abandoned cars. On the road David could see a sign pointing north indicating that Oldham was in that direction. Not really knowing the area he turned to Rachael “Is that the way to your place?” he asked quietly 
 
    Rachael shook her head slowly, eyes glancing down as she trudged quickly off across the road towards the canal pathway on the other side. Once she was away from the protection of the trees and again fully exposed to the weather, Rachael was buffeted by the wind and had to protect herself from the violent rain that lashed sideways. 
 
    Jogging over the road David took Rachael’s hand and thankfully protected by the woodland, began walking along the towpath roughly headed in their direction. 
 
     “You OK?” David asked after a little while, very concerned about Scott’s death 
 
    “Yep” Rachael quietly replied 
 
    David’s dad radar kicked in “You’re not, though are you?” He quietly responded as they walked along the rough towpath hidden in their own thoughts. 
 
    Beside him Rachael stopped walking and turned. “David” she said, “I can’t do this” 
 
    She sank to her knees on the muddy towpath, tugging at David’s clothes as she continued “I have nothing and there’s not one of my family left anywhere that I will ever see.  Scott’s dead and people just dying is going to be the norm from now on.” 
 
    Rachel chuckled “So what’s the point in going on? I wish I was in Japan, in that forest where everyone goes to kill themselves”  
 
    “Rachael” David snapped sternly “When you die you die there’s nothing after. With life at least, there’s a chance. Think about this, before all this happened you never knew Scott and probably never would have, so there’s a chance you will find someone else too.” 
 
    Reaching down he grabbed hold tightly of her wrist,” Now come on. Let’s get going” 
 
    David felt it a split second before he heard it. Searing pain flooded into his arm and face before he registered the noise of the gun shot. Spinning round he fell to the muddy, leafy path beside the crouching Rachael.  
 
    “David” Rachael screamed rolling him over onto his back. 
 
    “I’ve been shot!” he replied incredulously, using his right hand to feel at his face and arm where the pain was coming from. 
 
    “No Shit Sherlock” She replied quickly starting to check him over, but before she had a chance to do anything, she heard the sound of a second shot. Shrinking down she asked “Can you move? I think we need to crawl to cover behind those trees” 
 
    David nodded “I think I can get there” he replied starting to crawl on his back. Digging his heals into the ground he pushed hard, sliding his body inch by inch towards the safety of the grove of pine trees. 
 
    “I told you not to follow me” bellowed Pauls voice from somewhere ahead of them.  
 
    “Shit” whispered David as he inched he way along “He thinks we’re following him.” 
 
    “Shall I tell him it was just a mistake?” Rachael volunteered 
 
    “No, he’ll probably not believe us and that will put you back in danger again”  
 
    Once David had wormed his way into the relative safety of the trees Rachael had a chance to check his wounds out. “How am I doing Doc?” He asked, “It stings like fuck all along my arm and cheek” 
 
    “What is it with you and being shot? Yeah, you’ll live.” She replied, “You’ve got like six pellet holes in your arm and two on your face. We’ll need to get them out, but they’re not too far in. You were lucky he fired from so far away” 
 
    “Don’t feel lucky, stings like hell.” 
 
    “You’re alive aren’t you and didn’t you just tell me to be grateful to be alive?” 
 
    Getting to his feet David was sore and it hurt every time he moved his arm, but he was able to walk. He gripped Rachael’s shoulder with the hand on his good side “let’s get away from here” 
 
    “I’m going to need to stop your bleeding first” Rachael replied, “Now sit down and let me patch you up” 
 
    Rummaging through the remaining contents of the BMW first aid kit Rachael found the last remaining Steri-Wipe and, after franticly cleaning him up, taped lint bandages to the oozing holes in his arm.  
 
    “The pellets are blocking the blood” She noted to David as she worked “We’re going to have to get them out soon as they look like they’re lead, and you don’t want lead poisoning on top of this.” 
 
    “You’ve cheered up” David said with a grimaced as she used the alcohol wipe on his cheek. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” She replied perplexed “I’ve got to look after you now. So, I guess that gives me a reason to carry on” 
 
    Puzzled, but he could never understand women anyway, he let her finish up and was just happy she was a bit more herself. 
 
    Once they got going, they moved with their backs to the canal along the small wooded area.  Within a few minutes the woodland opened up into muddy, sodden, ploughed farmland offering a virtually impossible path for them to walk through.  
 
    For over an hour they zig-zagged along the tree-line and followed close to any hedgerows they encountered, all to avoid having to go through the muddy fields and just as importantly to remain hidden from view. The going was still incredibly tough as the rain continued to bleed down, not as bad as it had been earlier, but it still giving them a constant battering. All the while the wind howled and swirled around adding to the misery and to David’s pain.  
 
    Despite trying their best to keep away from the sodden, muddy fields David’s shoes were clogging up and getting heavier by the minute. The shock and blood loss probably did not help his strength either and he found each step more and more difficult to take. “I need a break” he panted dropping on the thin grassed section they were walking on. With his back to the hedgerow he had some protection from the wind and rain as he breathed deeply. 
 
    Sitting close to him on the damp ground Rachael fished around in her bag and produced a half empty pack of chewing gum. “Want some?” she offered 
 
    “Thanks” David replied taking one of the sticks of gum “I need to stop soon. I can’t go on much longer, I’m exhausted” Pointing to the distance he continued “Look, over there through those trees. There are some houses I think we should take a look. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m all for that” Rachael smiled in reply “but what happened to the not going into houses plan? Isn’t it dangerous like you said before?” 
 
    Nodding David agreed “Yes it is, but I don’t think I have a choice now, I’m close to passing out and if we stay outside much longer we’ll freeze to death” 
 
    “Ready when you are” Rachael replied getting back up. 
 
    Holding his hand out to be pulled up David groaned and wheezed his way to his feet. “Let’s go” he said heavily stepping forward. 
 
    It took almost an hour for them to reach and break through the trees partly shielding the houses they had spotted earlier. Each step he took pulled at the gunshot wounds on David’s arm, weighing him down far more than his mud encrusted shoes.  Utterly exhausted he leaned for support against the rear fencing of one of the houses. Catching his breath for a few seconds, he scanned along the rear of the dozen or so new build houses, looking for signs of inhabitation.  Turning to Rachael he whispered, “I can’t see much that says anyone’s still here what about you?” 
 
    “Looks deserted” she whispered in reply 
 
    “Going to check for dogs” David said before loudly banging his fist against the fencing. After a short wait nothing had happened, no dog’s barked and no curtains twitched as far as they could see, it all appeared to be deserted. 
 
    “Ok over you go” he said cupping his hands with a grimace “Unlock the gate for me” 
 
    Rachael did not hesitate but quickly put one foot in his cupped hands and, katana in hand grabbed the top of the fence with the other. In seconds she had scrambled over the top and was working the rusty bolt back to open the gate. 
 
    “You’ve done that before” David wheezed his arm and face still stinging. 
 
    “Told ya I was brought up on a farm” Rachael replied as they shuffled along the garden path towards the standard white double glazed kitchen door that all newbuild houses appeared to have. 
 
    After finding the door locked and with no visible windows open David scurried around looking for a brick or a rock to smash a window. With the rain still pouring down he wanted to get them both inside and dried off as quickly as possible. David had broken his fair share of windows in his youth so had a good idea what to expect as he launched the half brick he had found at one of the smaller vent windows. As the brick hit the outer layer of glass it shattered with quite a loud bang, sending small fragments of safety glass streaming out. The small boy in David appeared as with a cheeky grim he picked up the half brick again and threw it at the remaining inner pane of glass. The half brick went through the pane of glass this time and landed inside on the laminated kitchen floor. 
 
    For protection David wrapped his hand up in his sleeve as he cleared as much of the remaining glass shards from the window frame as he could. Pointing at the hole he asked, “Do you think you can fit through there and open the back door?” 
 
    Without replying Rachael used the sheafed katana to clear any last bits of glass still stuck in the frame. Once done she handed her handbag over to David and squeezed her slim body through the opening, landing arms first on the kitchen floor. Pausing to smile at David through the open window Rachael unlocked the back door with the key that was in the lock. 
 
    “Ok” David grunted in pain through clenched teeth. “Let’s check to see if we are really alone” Pulling his kitchen knife out from his laptop bag he motioned for Rachael to do likewise with her big sword.  
 
    The house was very modern inside, clean, bright, and furnished almost like an Ikea showroom. From the pictures dotted around on the walls and shelves David could tell that a middle-aged couple and their teenaged sons lived quite happily here. With no dubious smells or noises and thankfully no baby photos around David and Rachael speedily checked from room to room.  
 
    With the exception of the standard destruction found in any teenage boy’s bedroom, all was neat and tidy, leaving David to assume that the family had gone to work and school as usual on that day and for whatever reason had not come home. 
 
    Rachael had gone on ahead once they had assured themselves that the house was well and truly empty, leaving David on his own to limp painfully back down the stairs one careful step at a time.  
 
    “Oh my God David” Rachael called from the kitchen “This place is a gold mine come and check this out” 
 
    Intrigued David limped quickly back into the kitchen, just in time to see Rachael pouring as much of the contents of a tube of Pringles into her mouth as she could physically fit. 
 
    “Pringles” she mumbled spraying crushed bits into his face. “Sorry” Rachael giggled once she had swallowed the mouthful of chips “Look though Mars bars, Coke, Doritos, pasta, Vodka, Gin and even Rum!” 
 
    Opening each cupboard revealed more full shelves of food and drink of all types, from snacks to tinned vegetables. This family obviously loved to eat, and with two teenage boys David surmised that they also needed a lot of food to keep them fed. 
 
    Rachael had finished the whole tube of Pringles in no time and to David’s amazement was now happily guzzling down the Rum straight from the bottle. “Tastes like home” She said pausing for breath “Our farm back home in Queensland is not far from the sugar cane fields”      
 
    “Not as good a Bundy though” She said wiping the top of the bottle and handing it to David. 
 
    “Bundy?” He replied swallowing a good mouthful of the dark Rum 
 
    “Yeah, Bundaberg Rum” She grinned “Australia’s finest. You’ll need more of this if we’re to get those pellets out of you. Take your top off and lay on the table.” 
 
    David did as he was told and removed his top. The house had been cold for some time and he could feel the deep chill around him as he lay on the table. Once he was slightly confirmable Rachael carefully pealed the field dressings off, that she had hastily applied earlier, being careful not to rip out too many of David’s arm hairs. 
 
    “Ok relax if you can” She said quietly 
 
    David felt a splash of liquid on his side before a raw burning pain jerked him upright again “What the fuck was that” he shrieked clutching at his side. 
 
    “Vodka” Rachael replied “To clean the wounds, like they do in the movies. Don’t know if it works but it’s worth a try” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake warn me next time” He growled laying back down. 
 
    Rachael worked her warm fingers around each pellet hole feeling for the lump that was the lead shot just inside. She worked diligently squeezing and drawing each one carefully back out of the entry hole.  As each pellet was manoeuvred along, David took a slug from the Vodka, desperate for it to numb the pain and to allow Rachael to complete her task. By half way David was shivering so violently from the cold that they had to stop. 
 
    Very sore and a bit drunk David wrapped himself back up in his clothes, plonked himself cross legged on the floor and proceeded to eat three Mars Bars one after the other. “We need heat” he said finally getting back up “Go get all the bedding you can find upstairs and drag it down here, we’ll sleep on the floor here and I’ll get a fire going that hopefully won’t kill us with carbon monoxide poisoning” 
 
    David had never lit a fire inside a house without there being a fireplace and a chimney before. He sincerely hoped that between the window he’d opened upstairs and the window they had smashed earlier there would be a sufficient draft that would ‘chimney’ the smoke and carbon monoxide up through the house and out. His next problem was where in the kitchenette to light the fire. The floor was laminate, plastic basically, and he did not want to light a fire on that as the toxic fumes would make the carbon monoxide poisoning seem like a good thing. The sink, as it was steel, was an option but it was too high to warm them up while they slept on the floor.   
 
    David’s solution was going to be to use the largest metal pot he could find and rest that on a couple of smaller upturned pots. The steel pot should contain the fire and radiate heat all around, while not melting the floor due to it being suspended on the smaller pots. As David started to rummage for his pots, he,just casually turned the gas hob dial to on in the vain hope that it would still work. To his utter astonishment he heard the hiss of gas as soon as he twisted the dial. Not knowing how much there was left and not wanting to waste any he instantly switched it back off. “Ok. Let’s go for two and oh” he thought as he placed a pan under the tap in the kitchen sink. With a slight splutter rusty looking water flowed from the tap in to the pan he had carefully placed below. Seconds later the water began to run clear and David filled four pans with clear water before the pressure finally dropped and the water stopped flowing. 
 
    Placing one of the filled pans on the gas hob David dug through his bags and retrieved Scott’s lighter. With the gas lit under the pan of water he then headed up stairs to tell Rachael the good news. Halfway up the stairs he paused listening to the sound of Rachael sobbing in between pulling great gasps of air. He found her in the bedroom, curled up on top of the bed, crying her eyes out and thumping the mattress with her fisted hands There on the table next to the bed half the bottle of rum was now empty. 
 
    David gingerly perched on the bed next to her.  He was about to ask if she was OK when he thought better of it and instead simply hugged her. 
 
    It took a while for the crying to slow down but eventually she looked back up. “I’m trying to be strong” she sniffed, wiping her nose on the back of her hand “but he’s dead” 
 
    “I know” David replied slowly rocking Rachael back and forth. 
 
    “It’s these stupid knickers.” She said pointing to an open draw “They set me off. It was just one last straw, because they’re too big. I’m covered in mud, freezing and tyring to wear a dead woman’s knickers that don’t fit. Life’s never going to get better is it David?” 
 
    Pausing for a second, he replied quietly “Yes it will Rachael, but not for a very long and it’s probably only going to get worse before it gets better. However, there is no other option so we’ll all have to make the best of it that we can.” 
 
    Grim faced Rachael nodded “It’s all Pauls fault you know? We were all doing fine before he joined us, now look at us. I swear to god the next time I see him I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “Ok Rachael.” he said trying to change the subject and hopefully her train of thought “Look I’ve heated some water downstairs, why don’t you use that to have a wash up? Then have a look round and get a warm change of clothes on. What do you think?” 
 
    “Sure” she glumly agreed, and bringing the rum bottle with her, carefully followed David as he limped back down stairs. 
 
    Surprisingly the gas was still working when they got back to the kitchen and the pans of water were bubbling away nicely. David turned the gas off and handed Rachael one of the largest saucepans. “Take you time” he offered “I’ll try to cook something nice to warm us up some more.” 
 
    As Rachael headed back upstairs David began rummaging through the cupboards again, this time looking for something more than snacks. Not being the best cook in the world David settled for baked beans, penne pasta and tinned potatoes for this gastronomic delight. Followed by a desert of tinned rice pudding and washed down with a bottle of Pino Grigio he discovered. 
 
    By the time David was ready to plate up Rachael had come back down stairs. She was dressed in new pair of jeans and was wearing a couple of jumpers to keep her extra warm. “I found these.” She offered showing David two back packs “There’s more stuff in the kids’ bedroom that you might want to look at too. Like camping stuff.” 
 
    “Cool. Here you go” David replied placing the meals on the table. Pulling a chair out to sit down he continued “I thought the ladies’ clothes weren’t going to fit you?” 
 
    “Ha” She laughed placing the katana on the table “These are the boys’ clothes. A little tight but better than the woman’s. That’s where I found the back packs.” 
 
    Rachael paused and looked at the meal in front of her “What is this?” She asked slightly horrified. 
 
    “Umm. Beans, potatoes and pasta?” David mumbled in reply. 
 
    “Good job I’m hungry then” said Rachael tentatively placing a fork full of food in her mouth. After a few seconds of chewing she continued “You can’t cook can you?” 
 
    “I’m a dab hand at beans in toast” He responded in his defence,” But there’s no toast, so I guess, no not really.” 
 
    “Remind me to cook next time” Rachael answered, still trying to eat the first mouthful. 
 
    They ate in silence for a short while, both lost in their own thoughts. “David” Rachael said lowering her fork “I am going to kill him.” 
 
    “Paul?”  
 
    “Yes Paul. He murdered Scott in cold blood. I’m going to track him down and make him pay if it’s the last think I do. Don’t try to stop me” 
 
    “Look let’s just get you home. OK?” he replied 
 
    Rachael responded by shaking her head and focusing back on her less than appetising meal.  
 
    Eventually they finished the pasta and then the rice pudding and piled the plates up on the side “I’ll wash these later” David joked trying to lighten up the mood. It didn’t help. The white wine was now half gone when Rachael, slightly slurring her words, suggested that she try to get the rest of the pellets out of David’s arm. 
 
    Laying on the table once again he was grateful that she did not douse him in Vodka like last time. Again, cold and wincing in pain as she pried the shot out of him, he focused on his family back home and what they might be doing right now. 
 
    After what felt like an hour but was probably only about ten minutes David begged Rachael to stop.  Shuffling upstairs to the bathroom he applied liberal quantities of Savlon and re-dressed his wounds.  David was busy checking out the boy’s bedroom, trying to find the camping gear that Rachael had mentioned when he heard the front door close. 
 
    Icy dread flooded through him as he immediately knew what it meant. “Rachael?” he called out “Rachael you there?” 
 
    Silence. The deathly, dark silence of a totally empty house. 
 
    “Shit” he thought limping back downstairs “Shit, shit, shit”. A quick look was all he needed to confirm Rachael was gone. Her handbag was half empty on the table, the katana that she so recently would not let out of her sight was now nowhere to be seen and, to top it all, also gone was one of the back packs she had found. 
 
    Sitting down at the table he rested his head in his hands in despair. She’d obviously left to try and find Paul, but what should he do? He couldn’t just leave her to it and head off on his own could he? But was she worth more than getting back to his family? Could his moral compass survive leaving here alone out there? 
 
    The cold room felt as if it was slowly closing in on him, suffocating him, as he silently tried to work out the best option. His head was fuzzy from the wine, pain killers and rum, making it more difficult than normal to reason properly, but all he kept thinking about was his family and how he had to get back to them no matter what. 
 
    Finally, with a huff he banged his palms down on the table and stood back up. For better or worse David’s conscious simply could not let Rachael run around out there without him attempting to try to find her. She was in trouble whether she found Paul or not. With no tracking skills it was more likely someone else would find her first. David’s decision therefore was that he’d get changed and packed then go looking for her. That way if he didn’t find her he’d at least be heading roughly homewards and could simply carry on walking. 
 
    Limping at the pain in his side David once again headed back upstairs. Stripping off his musty smelling, muddy clothes into a heap on the bedroom floor he rummaged through the draws and wardrobe’s looking for warm fitting clothes. Unlike Rachael, David found he fitted the man’s clothes quite well. Overall, they were just a little on the long side but smelt fresh and even better felt luxuriously clean against his skin. Two tee-shirts, a zip up fleece, a very nice pair of Levi 501 jeans and a North Face ski jacket kitted David out better than he could have imagined. For good measure he even threw a couple of pairs of socks and some boxers into his back pack. 
 
    After raiding the bathroom for any medicines and painkillers he then hit the boys room that Rachael had mentioned earlier. David was even more convinced that this house was a gold mine in the boy’s room as the lad must have been a boy scout. Into his bag first went a flint and steel fire lighter, never as easy as a lighter or match, but will still produce a spark even when soaking wet so maybe the only thing between fire and no fire. Next in went a Hexi-burner and fuel, perfect for a quick brew up of tea or coffee and finally a decent aluminium water bottle.  
 
    David would have loved to have taken a few more things, the string hammock, for example but the backpack was not going to be big enough for all that he dearly wanted to take. 
 
    Back in the kitchen he began stuffing rice, muesli, cup-a-soups, and chocolate into his back pack leaving just enough room for a couple of bottles of water and an almost full bottle of Gin “for medicinal purposes” he thought to himself. 
 
    Last but not least David began transferring anything he thought might be useful from his own laptop bag and the makeshift pillow case back pack. Oddly he realised that he had grown quite fond of his laptop bag and the pillow case back pack, so much so that he felt he was going to miss them when he left them behind. Their combined weight and shape had become something of a reassurance to him over the past days. 
 
    Finally, with a quick glance at his watch which showed a quarter past three in the afternoon, he left the kitchen. “This is crazy” he thought knowing that it would be getting dark quite soon but at the front door David paused took a deep breath and, hand on the latch, muttered “Let’s go” before stepping outside. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   O nce outside David had to make an educated guess to which way Rachael had gone. His best assumption was that she had turned left to try to head back to where they had last seen Paul. As he set off it was still raining heavily, great blobs of water fell from the sky splashing back up against his legs as he walked. With his ‘new’ ski jacket though he was relatively warm and dry.  
 
    David did know that he didn’t have much time while it was still light to find Rachael but the pain in his arm kept him frustratingly at a slow walk.  
 
    Rows of identical looking, new houses flanked David as he shuffled up the road. Their satellite dishes indicating that he was heading vaguely in a North-easterly direction, further away from home. 
 
    Slowly one by one the new build houses thinned out and the footpath ended in a narrow country lane. Hedgerows grew either side of the lane that was only just wide enough for a single car to drove along.  
 
    A torrent of water gushed along the near side of the lane forming a small river and flooding the tarmac an inch deep where it was over spilling the gutter. Concentrating just on putting one foot in front of the other and not slipping David ambled up the lane barely conscious of his surroundings. 
 
    Rounding a left-hand bend in the lane David was therefore startled to see, in the near distance, a figure sat on the edge of the curb. “That’s got to be Rachael” he thought as her familiar shape and hair became apparent to him. 
 
    Terrified that she was in trouble David began shouting her name as he limped as quickly towards her as he could. 
 
    “Rachael” he shouted getting closer 
 
    Rachael raised her head from where she had been resting it on the sword laying across her legs and turned to stare at him for a few seconds, before looking back at the pavement. Her long blond hair hanging wet and matted on either side of her face as she gagged and then vomited once again. Between her legs the churned up remains of the meal David had cooked her steamed slightly in the cold air. 
 
    She had only been gone a short amount of time before David had followed her but from the state she was in, she must have spent most of that time throwing up. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he tentatively asked. 
 
    Wiping the side of her mouth with the back of her hand Rachael answered in a raw voice “I don’t feel too well. I think I’ve drunk too much”   
 
    David asked if she felt she could walk, as he wanted to get her out of the rain and back to the relative safety of the house. Rachael quietly let him help her up and, stepping over the pile of vomit she had created, joined him in a slow shuffle back along the road they had just walked up. 
 
    In no time, they were back at the house they had just left. Number 48 David noticed by the sign on the front door. Which was unfortunately firmly locked closed. Hiccupping and clutching her stomach in pain Rachael was forced to continue back down the street until they found a side alley that lead to the back of the houses. 
 
    Number 48 was easy to spot, as the fence still showed signs of where Rachael had clambered over and the back gate had been left unlocked. So, within minutes they were back in the kitchen. 
 
    “How you feeling?” David asked as Rachael sat back down. Resting her forehead on her folded arms she replied “Sick and my heads spinning when I close my eyes” 
 
    “Here” he said passing her his water bottle “Take this. Just what were you trying to do out there?” 
 
     Racheal drained half of the bottle “I told you I was going to kill Paul, so I was going to find him” 
 
    Not wanting to anger her at this point David asked “Ok I get that, but just how do you think you were going to find him?” 
 
    Arms still crossed on the table top Rachael raised her head again “That’s what happened. I got to the bend in the road and realised that I had no idea where he was. I was just about to turn back when I started puking.” 
 
    “David?” she almost pleaded “It’s not the radiation sickness is it?” 
 
    “No” he snorted, “I think you just got wasted and had a stupid idea” 
 
    “Not stupid” She replied resting her head back in her arms. 
 
    David was not sure if she had fallen asleep like that or just passed out, but after she had not said anything further for a while he got up and began dragging the duvets down from upstairs. “Here we go again” he thought as he shuffled up and down the stairs. 
 
    It was fully dark in the house now, but David had made the decision not to even bother to try to get a fire started. With his new clothes and the large pile of blankets and duvets he had accumulated now piled up in the corner of the kitchen, he was sure he’d have a cosy nights sleep. Carefully he coaxed Rachael from her sleep on the lightly coloured, wooden kitchen table into the nest of blankets on the floor. All the while he did this Rachael was mumbling about how she could not feel her dead arm. This David assumed was because she had spent the last ten minutes almost comatose with the full weight of her head on her arms. He did quietly assure her that everything was fine as he carefully tucked her in and placed a pan by her side, just in case. 
 
    Although dark it was still quite early, and David was not really in the mood for sleep. So, after a quick round of balancing noisy items on the doors and windows for security, he wandered off to see if he could find a book or even a magazine to read and hopefully a candle to read it by.  
 
    Snugging with snacks and the only decent book he could find, a softback copy of Harry Potter and the Philosophers Stone. David lit the remains of a yellow, Christmas edition Yankee candle in its glass jar. The soft, flickering glow was just enough to light the pages of the book and to send dark shadows racing up the walls. It was the sweet fragrance of the candle that once again reminded him of home and dragged his concentration away from the story and forced his thoughts to Kim and the kids. 
 
    Thankfully Rachael’s rasping, snores stopped him from sinking too deeply into a dark hole of despair and mercifully it was not long before David, once again, found that he could bury himself into the book.  Laying there comfortably, propped up in a mound of blankets, reading by candlelight and munching chocolate, David had to admit he was the happiest he’d been for a while and before he knew it had drifted off to sleep. 
 
    ***** 
 
    I was still very dark when he woke with a jump. He was still propped up, but the small candle had completely burned out. Something had woken him up, some noise, he was sure. Looking around he realised with a sinking heart that Rachael was once again missing. He could see that her rumpled blankets were tossed aside leaving just the vague outline of where she had been sleeping. 
 
    Sighing heavily David reluctantly uncovered himself from the cosy blankets and stood painfully up. His night vision had fully kicked in, so he could see fairly well in the dark. Using this as a guide he knew that he’d been asleep for longer than half an hour, because that was how long it took for the eyes to properly adjust to the dark. On the kitchen table, he noted that all of Rachael’s things, including her back pack we still where she had left them.  
 
    Once in the hallway David breathed a huge sigh of relief and allowed himself a half smile, the dry retching coming from upstairs could only be Rachael. He could not imagine that someone would break in just to be sick in their toilet. Hurrying upstairs as quickly as his wounds would allow him, David found Rachael humped over the toilet bowl. A quick glance at him was all she could do before violently heaving into the toilet again. David knelt beside her and offered the only help he could think off. He simply held her hair back from her face and tried to stop as much of it as possible from dangling into the disgusting mix of urine, sick and anything else that was the water in the toilet bowl.  
 
    “Have you finished now?” he quietly asked as she finally rolled away from the toilet curling herself up and clutching her stomach. 
 
    “My throat’s red raw” She croaked, “and my stomach’s so sore, but I think I’m done.” 
 
    “OK, let’s get you back downstairs and get some water in you. Can you walk?” Rachael nodded and together they lumbered back to the kitchen.  
 
    Once Rachael was laying back down in the pile of bed covers, David handed her a bottle of water and carefully tucked her in.  
 
    “Try and get some sleep and drink loads of the water” He whispered, “Goodnight”. 
 
    Within seconds he was back asleep, swaddled in his bedding, dreaming of ocean liners and hot sandy beaches. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
   I t was light the next day when David woke. The thin, grey kind of light you get with a cloudy, rain filled late autumn. A quick glance at his watch showed that it was just after 8am, not that the time of the day mattered any more. Just time mattered now, how much time before he got home. 
 
    Scratching his stubbly chin and stretching his arms out from under the blankets, David looked over to see if Rachael was still with him. 
 
    It looked to David like she pretty much hadn’t moved an inch since she’d gone to sleep the previous night. Her matted, blond hair clung to her face in places and her left hand still held the water bottle he had given her in a vice like grip. 
 
    Grabbing his new coat David headed outside into the back garden to empty his bladder and bring in the pots collecting rain he’d set out yesterday. The rain still had not stopped, in fact David could not remember when it hadn’t been raining this whole time. This did mean though that the rain collection pots were a good halfway full.  
 
    Back in the kitchen David gave the gas a try once again and was happily surprised to see that it was still working, so he hastily put the pans on to start to get them to boil. 
 
    Rachael still hadn’t stirred, even after the water had finally reached boiling point. Still not daring to open the fridge to look for milk, David used some of the boiled water to make them each a cup of black coffee. He’d never had sugar in his coffee or tea before but heaped two spoonful’s in both cups to give them both a little energy boost this morning. 
 
    Prodding Rachael with his foot a couple of times, he finally managed to wake her “Here” he said holding out the hot, black coffee, “Get this down you” he added before wandering off to explore any cupboards or draws he might have missed previously. 
 
    Rachael’s head was pounding, and she looked a mess, but the coffee did go a small way to making her feel a little better. After finishing the coffee Rachael dragged her tired body out from under the blankets and headed up to the bathroom in search of any painkillers that might help.  
 
    “You’re up then” David noted as she walked past the bedroom door 
 
    “Just.” She replied in a whisper “What you doing?” 
 
    “We need to be off very soon so I’m checking everywhere I can to see what goodies I can find. What you up to?” 
 
    “Looking for headache tablets. My head and throat are killing me” 
 
    “Top shelf” David replied wandering into the other bedroom, his arms full of a variety of clothes and camping equipment. 
 
    “One hour and we’re going OK?” He shouted from the bedroom. 
 
    “Ok, Ok don’t nag” whimpered Rachael. 
 
    David went room to room, draw to draw, rooting out anything he felt might make life just that little bit easier for him. His haul was rapidly growing in the middle of the front room with each armload of goodies he found. When he finally felt that he’d searched everywhere and had transported it all to the front room David sat down and began sorting his prizes. 
 
    This was where Rachael found him twenty minutes later after she’d eaten something and swallowed just enough pain killers not to kill herself. 
 
    “Better?” David asked toying with a hand saw 
 
    “Yes” was her subdued reply. Eyes downcast, she continued “Thanks for coming after me.” 
 
    “No problem.”, David replied in his best Dad voice “Just don’t run off on your own again, anything could have happened to you young lady” 
 
    Rachael gave a thin smile “Yes Dad” 
 
    After a brief pause, she continued “So what have we got here?” 
 
    David explained that it was just a pile of anything useful at the moment, but it needed to be sorted through to find the really useful stuff that they wanted to take with them. 
 
    “This is cool” Rachael said holding up a hand axe and wiggling it. 
 
    “Yes, but you have that” he pointed to the katana that seemed to be never far from her hands now. 
 
    “What about this then?” she tried, holding up a fishing net. 
 
    David calmly dismissed it by explaining that traps and long lines were the best way to catch fish because you don’t have to be there to do it. A long line, he informed her, was a long line (hence the name) secured at both ends with loads of smaller hooks and smaller lines coming off from it, ten to twenty is about right. You simply put it in the place you want to fish and then come back later to see what you’ve caught. 
 
    After another twenty odd minutes David had managed to reduce the pile of goodies down to what he firmly believed they could reasonably carry. It then took them a further half an hour to pack everything up and get ready to leave. Meaning they were already behind on David’s timescale. 
 
    Closing the door once again behind him David stepped out into the rain and felt a small bit of loss at leaving. It had, after all, been the nearest he’d had to a home for what felt like an eternity. 
 
    Tightening his back pack straps a little more he checked with Rachael to see if she was ready and then the two of them headed off down the road that Rachael had stumbled up the previous day. 
 
    “I didn’t get far, did I” Rachael joked as they passed the part washed away remains of her previous evening’s meal.
“I’m glad” David replied “God knows what could have happened to you all alone and when it got dark” 
 
    Rachael solemnly nodded her agreement as they pressed on into the rain. 
 
    David was almost enjoying the hike, apart from the shotgun wounds that were bothering him. The waterproof coat, warm clothes and comfortable boots made it almost a pleasure compared to the day before. He had food in his backpack and clean water to drink, but best of all Rachael’s house was not too far away now. 
 
    For the next twenty minutes they walked past row, upon row, upon row of newly built houses, a small community college and unfortunately for them, a ransacked Tesco express. Steadily though the houses grew further and further apart and the road became narrower and narrower until, at last they were back once again on a country lane with muddy ploughed fields either side. 
 
    David was quite relieved that they were finally clear of the houses and back in the open. He’d felt itchy, like a gun was pointing between his shoulder blades, whenever he had to walk in the built-up areas. From his point of view there were just too many windows where people could hide and still clearly see out, and it spooked him a lot. 
 
    An hour into the hike and David called for a stop. They were really into farmland now with only the odd building dotted around the landscape to break up the view in any direction. The wind had once again picked up significantly, now they were out in the open sending more rain lashing, horizontally into their faces. Cars were still abandoned almost everywhere, even this far out from the city. Most of them were left unlocked, probably where the owner had been unable to lock the car with the remote. 
 
    “This is getting stupid” David finally splutter out “I don’t know about you but I’m fucked. I need a break from this and food.” 
 
     “I’m good with that” Rachael replied “Let’s get out of the rain in that car. It’s open and nice and empty.” 
 
    Wandering over David and Rachael managed to take shelter from the weather in an abandoned, red Audi A3.  Once inside and away from the wind and rain their first task was to have a bite to eat from their own resources. Finally settled inside the car David made himself comfortable by pushing the seat back and lowering the back rest. The steady tap of rain on the windshield, the snacks he’d eaten and constant whine of the wind across the fences either side of the lane strangely made him drowsy as he quietly, munched away on another pack of Doritos.  
 
      
 
    ****** 
 
      
 
    “Time to wake up” Rachael whispered, gently shaking his shoulder. 
 
    “How long was I asleep?” he asked blinking 
 
    “Not long” She replied, “About ten minutes. I just didn’t want you be angry if I let you sleep” 
 
    “No, that’s fine” David replied shaking the fog from his head, “Shall we get going then?” 
 
    Grunting agreement and nodding her head Rachael packed away the remains of her snacks, took a big gulp of water and clambered out of the car. 
 
    David followed suit and they were quickly back on their way, head bent into the rain, along the country lane. 
 
    Passing under a stomping giant of a national grid pawer pylon, David paused to listen and to check for the distinctive crackle and hiss indicating electricity was flowing through. Even over the wind and rain he could hear that the power lines were deathly quiet. Just one more sign that the world as he knew it had changed.    
 
    “Can you ride?” Rachael suddenly asked 
 
    “Horses?” he asked 
 
    “Just thinking that with the cars buggered we’d be going back to horses now” She said pointing out over the grassy field to where three horses were grazing. 
 
    “Back home we had loads of horses” Rachael continued with a fond, far away grin “Almost as easy to get around on as cars in the outback” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve ridden quite a bit, me and my ex had a horse Olympia was her name. Had so much fun until she died, and we split up.” he replied “although that sounds wrong, we didn’t split up because the horse died. She died and at some point later we split up” 
 
    Rachael almost choked on her laugh “Wow, not sure if your more bothered that your horse died or you and your ex split up” 
 
    “I loved Olympia” David curtly replied 
 
    Carefully trying to change the subject Rachael continued “So you can ride then?” 
 
    “For fucks sake YES, I had my own horse” 
 
    “Good, let see about getting one each then” Rachael replied 
 
    “Let’s just get you home first” came his reply 
 
    By early afternoon the lane stopped at a simple T-junction, one David guessed was heading roughly north and the other vaguely south east. Choosing the northernly way, they plodded on passing small farmhouses along their way. 
 
    “You commuted this every day?” David asked, pausing for a breath at one point 
 
    “Yep, on the bus it was no problem, a bit long but it was on the main roads, so it was fine” She replied 
 
     Over in the near distance David could just make out, through the cloud and rain an old, gravy coloured stone building.  Two stories high and really just a cylindrical tower with a pointy roof, the type that would be on any child’s drawing of a fairy castle or even brought home from school made from a toilet rolls and donated egg boxes. 
 
    “No idea” Rachael said before David had the chance to ask “Never seen it before. I’ve not lived here forever remember” 
 
    The farmland soon ran out once again to be replaced by a wave of urban sprawl. Houses lined up north to south in a perfect line, almost like a row of cavalry waiting to advance on the enemy. 
 
    Ducking into a slim alleyway that ran between two houses, Rachael and David emerged back into a housing estate. Not as nice as the estate earlier, but more than alive with the feeling of community. 
 
    “We must be getting close to.” David paused, “Where was it that you lived?”  
 
    “Greenfield” Rachael replied “I told you all last time back at the cottage, 110 Chew Valley Road, remember? But no, Umm I don’t recognise this” 
 
    “Are you sure we’re going the right way?” he asked 
 
    “I’m following you” she said, “I thought you knew where to go?” 
 
    David stopped walking “This is very roughly the right direction, but I’ve never been here before you know. So, I’m just guessing the direction based on the motorway we passed.” 
 
    Talking a deep breath to slow the rising anger. She’s young and not you, he thought before he continued “Let’s just find a sign post maybe that will help, yes? Let’s try and head to some bigger roads as they’re more likely to have signs” 
 
     “Sounds cool, following you.”  
 
    A few roads in they struck gold by turning onto a small, village train station. The sign above clearly stated that it was Mossley Station. 
 
    “I know where we are” Rachael sang with a smile in her voice “Just follow this road for like 5 minutes in a car and were at my place” 
 
    “So about 30 minutes and we’ll be there? fantastic! You lead Miss, um Miss. What is your second name?” David asked 
 
    “Heather, Rachael Heather” came the reply 
 
    “Ok then, you lead Miss Australian Heather” 
 
    Rain. 
 
    The rain continued, not hard, but persistent. David had taken to thinking of it as Drismal, dreary and dismal rain. It was persistently in his face, persistently trying to get in the tops of his shoes and persistently trying to piss him off! 
 
    Half an hour turned into an hour, as they continued to trudge, navigating amongst the abandoned cars along the main road into Greenfield. David and Rachael had both by now acquired a very specific new skill, one which allowed them to see a car but not see within. After the hundreds of abandoned cars they had seen so far, looking inside was defiantly not something they wanted to continue to do. 
 
    “There it is” Rachael pointed “Just up there on the left, just past the turning” 
 
    The road was lined on each side with a row of the smallest terraced houses David had ever seen. A small door and three windows fronted each of the properties. With just enough garden before the road to house the requisite two wheelie bins and a low wall. 
 
    Hurriedly, in the middle of the road, Rachael dropped her backpack and began scrambling around looking inside it for her house keys. 
 
    “Ha” she exclaimed producing a key ring of about twenty assorted keys, all of them held together with novelty key ring that had a tiny mirrored disco ball on it. 
 
    Smiling triumphantly, she hefted the pack back on her shoulders and started speed walking up the road towards her flat. After only three or four paces however Rachael slowed to a stop, turning to David, she said. 
 
    “I’m scared David. Like really scared. I want to get home but. what’s there for me? Nothing. Nothing but an empty house. It’s not even my real home” Rachael paused as the emotions built up. Trying not to cry she continued, lip quivering and eyes welling “I just want my Mum and Dad” 
 
    David jogged a couple of paces to reach her and hugged her tightly as she let go of her emotions and sobbed into his shoulder. Big, rasping sobs continued for a while, but David didn’t mind. He kept forgetting how young she was and how far from her family she was. 
 
    “Come on” He finally said once he felt the sobbing had dried up a bit “Only a few more steps and you’ll be back home” 
 
    Nodding Rachael tried to pull herself together and with a firm stance set off the last hundred yards to her place. 
 
    “Here we go” Rachael forced a grin as she placed the key in the lock and turned. 
 
    Rachael stepped through the open door quickly, subconsciously forcing herself to make the mental leap she had been dreading all this time. David followed closely behind glancing along the hallway as he carefully closed the door behind them, glad to once again be out of bitter cold, wind, and rain. 
 
    “Josh?” Rachael shrieked “What are..” 
 
    “Hello again” Paul sneered stepping out from behind Josh. 
 
    Still with his hand on the latch of the door David immediately spun one eighty at the sound of Paul’s voice.  
 
    “I changed my mind Rachael” Paul sneered “I do want you.” 
 
    Rachael’s mouth dropped open as she struggled to absorb everything that was happening. Words would just not work. Paul was back and, not just that, but was in her home with his his shotgun pointing at her boyfriend’s head. 
 
    “I killed your other boyfriend and guess what? I’ll easily kill his one too now I’ve got the taste for it.” Paul said through thin lips spread tight as he laughed “Oh yes, we’ve had a good chat me and Joshie boy here and he knows every detail about you fucking Scott behind his back.” 
 
    Finally seeing David, Paul paused, “Thought I’d killed you up by the canal Dave” 
 
    Stabbing the end of his shotgun into Josh’s back Paul forced him forward a few paces. The smile on his face slowly spreading wider as he got closer. 
 
    “Guess I won’t be making that mistake again” he slurred. 
 
    “Paul” David said almost shouting. 
 
    “Nah fuck this, I’m not even going to chat.” Paul replied “You two in the front room now or matey boy here gets it” 
 
    Waving his gun at Rachael and David he pointed for them to move into the front room. 
 
    “Now” he commanded pointing the gun towards the ceiling and firing off a shot. 
 
    In the confines of the narrow hallway the noise was intense snapping David and Rachael into almost instantaneous action and making them jump into the front room. 
 
    Paul pushed Josh into the room immediately after them. Framed in the door way, one hand pointing the shotgun at them, with his free hand he threw a handful of white zip ties onto the floor. 
 
    “Rach, zip tie them each of them hand and foot and make sure they are tight. Tight like they’re going to lose a limb from blood loss.” 
 
    Nodding to himself Paul continued “And I will be checking them.” 
 
    In a panic Rachael stared at David, her eyes boring into him, her head slightly shaking, trying to say no.  
 
    David widened his eyes “look at me” he said softly while mentally trying to shout at Rachael, “Look at me, it will be fine” 
 
    With no words, only emotions as communication David could sense that Rachael had calmed down just a fraction. 
 
    “Do me first” he said offering up his wrists, eyes still locked. 
 
    “Arms and legs” Paul gloated  
 
    The ties were a little too short for the legs, so under David’s supervision Rachael joined two of the ties together and pulled tight to zip up his legs. 
 
    Once David was all tied up Paul eagerly wanted the same treatment to be applied to Josh. Watching Rachael tie up her boyfriend brought a huge smile to his face and, he had to admit, turned him on quite a bit. 
 
    “Out of the way” Paul said once Rachael was done tying them both up. Stepping into the room he took great joy in bringing the butt of the gun to the side of David’s head as hard as he could. As David hit the ground Paul repeated this move to the side of Josh’s head. 
 
    Unfortunately for David, it was not like it was in the movies. Where, when you get hit in the head by the stock of a gun, you’re knocked unconscious for an amount of time. That time being just long enough to wake up and be the hero. The reality for David was to be lying on the floor, drooling out of the side of his mouth, his head pounding from where it had been hit and unable to move while all around him stars flecked in and out making him feel sick. So sick that he was in and out of blackouts and for him time spiralled with no meaning. He was not totally unconscious, but at the same time he was also not even vaguely conscious. 
 
    After some time, David finally knew he was back in the real world because the blow to his head was hurting as fuck and he was properly angry. Laying there on his side on the floor his view consisted of Josh’s back and the legs of the sofa. 
 
    Taking a deep breath to calm himself before continuing David asked, “You OK Josh?” 
 
    “Just” came a petulant reply “you?” 
 
    “Been better.” David replied pausing to blink away the stars swirling around at the edge of his vision “I recon Paul will probably kill us quite soon, because he’s finally realised, he can enjoy the freedom of anarchy” 
 
    David was hoping for a reply but got nothing straight away. Minutes passed before David heard Josh sob. 
 
    “Is this it then” Josh asked angrily tugging at the plastic ties on his legs and wrists “we’re screwed, it’s fucking game over?”  
 
    “I’m not at game over yet” David replied somewhat heroically, “As long as I’m alive I’m never over”, “but” he continued realistically “If we stay here on the floor all tied up we’re probably dead” 
 
    Through the part opened door David could just make out muffled cries and shouting from upstairs. To indistinct to make out the words, but the emotions could be interpreted quite easily, and this made him even more frightened. 
 
    “Roll over so I can get closer to your shoes” David said “I need your laces to cut through these ties. Mine are too fat and won’t work’ 
 
    “What are you on about?” Josh replied rolling over 
 
    “Seen it on you tube, you use shoelaces to saw through the plastic, looked like it might actually work so I gave it a try once and it fucking worked a charm.” 
 
    Squirming down David began carefully and slowly unlacing Josh’s shoelace. It was a tricky job laying on his side with his wrists tied together, but after a minute David had the lace free.  Cautiously squeezing one end through the plastic loop that circled Josh’s wrists David began sawing back and forth with his hands. “Can you brace against me, so we can get a cutting action going?” David asked 
 
    Quite quickly the lace started digging into the tie and cutting the plastic with an almost melting action. So, within two minutes the tie around Josh’s wrists dramatically snapped apart freeing his hands. Pausing only to briefly massage his wrists Josh took the lace from David’s hands and begun to cut his zip ties. Having seen how David cut through his ties Josh quickly set to work and with his arms free to move he managed to cut David loose hand and foot in less time that David had taken. 
 
    “Thanks” David grinned taking the frayed lace back and getting to work on the ties around Josh’s ankles. 
 
    As he was cutting through the leg ties David whispered, “What do you have here we can use as a weapon?” 
 
    Shaking his head Josh replied in a low whisper “Nothing, no weapons here” 
 
    Finally freeing Josh’s legs from the zip tie David looked up “What about a bat or a club or axe, something like that?” he whispered. 
 
    “Golf clubs?” Josh shrugged back 
 
    “Perfect” David beamed “I’m going to fuck him up real bad” 
 
    “Follow me” Josh whispered.  
 
    David followed him out of the tiny front room along the even tinier hall and into the postage stamp sized kitchen. Standing in the corner, by the back door, was a rather nice golf bag containing what looked like a full set of Callaway clubs. 
 
    Nodding his approval David selected a 5 iron from the set and tested it for weight “Should do nicely” he whispered, “Grab one yourself. When we get upstairs follow me in but keep back a bit, so we don’t get stuck in the door and I hit you instead” 
 
    Josh took the sand wedge and followed silently behind David as he crept up the stairs. Keeping as close to the side of the steps as he could, David tried to minimise and sounds of their approach. Try as hard as he could though the old stairs still creaked with each upward step he took. Luckily or not the creaking was completely masked by screams and shouts coming from the one and only bedroom in the building. Upon reaching the landing David placed his finger to his lips and silently made the shushing motion. Placing his ear close to the door David silently listened to the sounds coming from the bedroom, trying to mentally visualise what was going on and what to expect once the door was opened. The few sounds that came out, we mostly screaming from Rachael and swearing from Paul giving David very little to go on. 
 
    Not wanting to risk it and leave it any longer David gave Josh the thumbs up, pointed to himself then the door and mouthed three, then two, then one. On One David positioned himself directly in front of the bedroom door, took hold of the handle with his free left hand. “Here we go” he thought. On three he took a deep breath, once again a deep breath on two, on one he twisted the handle and kicked the door open. 
 
    Bursting inside he screamed “Fuck you Paul” as he immediately took in the dynamics of the room. Directly in front of him Paul was laying naked on top of Rachael. Her hands and feet individually tied to the corners of her small double bed, spreading her out like a starfish. Although naked Paul still held the shotgun in his hand, his grip tight but his finger well away from the trigger. 
 
    Surprised at the sudden burst of noise Paul turned his head to see what was happening. David swung the golf club downwards connecting brutally with the back of Paul’s head. The force of the strike was so strong that it sent pins and needles shooting up and down David’s fore arm, making him loose his grip and drop the club. 
 
    As the 5-iron hit the floor David dived on Paul ready to fight tooth and nail, but the strike had done its job. Paul was lifeless, either dead or unconscious, David didn’t know or even care at this point. He reached for the shotgun laying alongside Rachael. 
 
    “No” She screamed squirming and pulling at the toes that held her “David, let me do it. You owe it to me. After what he’s done to me!” 
 
    David let go of the gun and kicked Pauls lifeless body from the bed where it slammed onto the floor “Watch him” he said to Josh.  
 
    Not wanting to lose sight of them, Paul had smartly brought both David and Rachael’s backpacks up into the bedroom with him. Seeing them stacked against the wall David unzipped a side pocket of his own pack and pulled out a long kitchen knife. With four quick cuts Rachael was free.  
 
    Raising from the bed naked Rachael calmly walked over to the katana resting on top of her backpack. “I suggest you both leave” she said with little emotion as she dropped the gun down on the bed and slid the sword from its sheaf.   
 
    “Now!” she barked. 
 
    Josh exchanged a quick glance with David as he backed out of the door way. His eyes wide and white, his lips thin, tight and with a blue tinge. 
 
    “No problem” he mumbled quickly retreating away. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” David asked picking the gun up and carefully checking to see if it was loaded. It was, two full cartridges, Paul must have reloaded after firing in the hallway downstairs. 
 
    “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life.” she paused, “I told you I’d kill him. Now go.” 
 
    “Be careful Rachael. I’ll be waiting outside with this” David indicated the gun “Just in case” 
 
    David swung his arm through the straps of both of their backpacks and dragged them after him as he backed out of the room. Closing the door behind him he waited, fearful that if Paul wasn’t dead he’d wake and attack Rachael. Fearful also of what Rachael was going to do and what this might do to Rachael herself. 
 
    Minutes passed with little noise, but few muffled bumps and David was in two minds whether to check on Rachael or not when the door finally opened. Silhouetted in the doorframe looking like a cross between Stephen King’s Carrie and The Bride in Tarantino’s Kill Bill, Rachael stepped through. Weeping silently, naked, sword in hand and covered in blood. She closed the door behind her and headed to the bathroom. Pausing half way, she said over her shoulder “I wouldn’t go in there” before floating on towards the bathroom. 
 
    The look on her face was enough to kill any curiosity in David and he silently vowed never to look in that room if he could help it. With the adrenalin subsiding his head was thumping and the pellet wounds began to sting again as he dragged the two back packs down stairs. 
 
    “She alright?” Josh asked as David flopped heavily down on the sofa.  
 
    “Not anymore” David replied solemnly “but she might be one day.” 
 
    “That was some crazy fucked up shit just now” Josh quickly replied  
 
    “Stop” David said raising his hand 
 
    Josh snapped his mouth shut and, once again with a petulant look, waited for David to speak. 
 
     “I’m guessing from what Paul said that your Rachael’s boyfriend, Is that right?” 
 
    Angrily Josh nodded his head to confirm. Silent rage forming at the corner of his eyes. 
 
    “So how long have you been here?” David continued 
 
    Josh never had time to answer David’s question because Rachael suddenly swooped into the front room. She was fully dressed in light blue jeans and a grey SuperDry hoodie under her rain coat. Stepping past the legs of David and Josh she quickly and unceremoniously thrust a handful of underwear into her back pack and hoisted it onto one shoulder. 
 
    “Let’s go” she said heading directly to the door. There was no alternative in her voice. No looking back to see if anyone was following.   
 
    David pushed himself quickly up from the sofa, grabbed his pack and, turning to Josh asked, “You coming?” 
 
     “Where?” he replied 
 
    “Well I’m going home. I don’t know about you” 
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Part One. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading the first book in the Getting Home series. 
 
    There are three more books to come… 
 
      
 
    Fell free to contact me: 
 
      
 
    https://www.facebook.com/Sean-Marsh-Author-471210443643485/ 
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