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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Sitting on the old camp bed, Amy remained still and quiet as she waited. She didn’t know how long she would have to wait, but she knew it was all she could do now. Her ears were ringing from the fight she had just had with Maggie. Even though the two of them had planned it, neither had held back and Amy could still taste blood in her mouth. Her right eyebrow was split open and the eye below it was starting to swell. Running her tongue along her teeth, she discovered that at least a couple of them were chipped too, probably the cause of the metallic taste in her mouth. On top of all of that, it was also harder than usual to breathe, her chest sore from the punches Maggie had landed there.  
 
      
 
    All in all, the two of them had put on a great show and they had achieved what they had wanted from it. Both Amy and Maggie were still inside the tent, spared from the scavenging trip the other women had been taken on. Thinking back to yesterday’s hours of scavenging, Amy couldn’t believe both how lucky and unlucky she had been.  
 
      
 
    She desperately wished that she had been part of the pair to walk into the house where Len, James, and Harrison hid. Amy fantasized about seeing her family constantly, despite the short amount of time they had been apart. James was her everything and it caused her more pain to be away from him than the injuries on her body did. Her relationship with Len was also growing in importance to her. Following their divorce Amy didn’t think she would ever have feelings for him again, but it was surprising how quickly wisps of them had started to return to her. Hopefully soon they would be reunited once more.  
 
      
 
    That was the lucky thing. The fact that her family had been in the exact right town at the exact right moment had to be a one-in-a-hundred chance. If it was a marvel to Amy that they had managed to track her down, the plan they had devised was entirely something else. Already Amy felt indebted to Maggie for helping her to escape; she hoped that Maggie would get out too and be able to join them, along with the other women who remained in the tent.  
 
      
 
    Amy knew, though—as cutthroat and selfish as it was—that she needed to focus on herself. Len and Harrison were already risking a great deal to free her from the labor camp she’d been kidnapped for, so Amy needed to make things as easy as possible for them from now on. Irritatingly though, there wasn’t a great deal more of the plan that she understood. Maggie had shared the details she had been privy to, and for the rest the pair of them just had to trust the men on the other side of the fence. And so there was very little for Amy to do except sit back and wait for something to happen.  
 
      
 
    Her heart leapt in her chest as the sound of the tent being opened filled her ears only a few short minutes later. Sitting up slightly straighter, despite the pain it caused her, Amy focused on the entrance, waiting to see who would appear. Waiting to see if it was her family.  
 
      
 
    “Play time, ladies.” 
 
      
 
    The sneering voice of one of their male captors tormented her instead, as four burly men walked into the tent, each with his own sadistic swagger. They lined up about a foot apart, eyes darting from woman to woman while the ominous threat lingered in the air. Amy had no idea what was about to happen, but she could hazard a pretty good guess. Her mouth grew dry as she remembered what the woman with the broken leg had told her on her first day in the camp. That woman was still inside the tent now and as Amy glanced her way, her terrifying suspicions were almost confirmed.  
 
      
 
    “I see we’ve got a few new faces today,” the same man smirked, looking to his fellow men and laughing slightly. “This should be fun.” 
 
      
 
    “I call dibs on one of the newbies,” another man interjected quickly, a cruel look in his eye as he zeroed in first on Amy and then Maggie.  
 
      
 
    Pulling her legs closer in to her chest, Amy tried to make her body look smaller, tried to protect herself in some way. She hated the way the men were looking at her. Like she was a piece of meat on a plate or a trophy trapped in a glass cabinet. But she was neither. She was much more available to the men than either of those things were and she was very, very aware of that fact.  
 
      
 
    “You can’t just call dibs,” the third man argued, turning slightly to look at his companion. “That’s not fair.” 
 
      
 
    “I only called one of them,” the man laughed, “you can have the other.” 
 
      
 
    The third man pondered this statement for a second, taking a few steps forward so he was closer to the women. Thus far the four of them had remained by the entrance, blocking any way out with their large and imposing frames.  
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” the third man continued, “I’m not sure actually. I think I might stick with my regular.” 
 
      
 
    Amy winced as she then saw the man swing his head in the direction of the woman with the broken leg and wink at her. The woman had no reaction, her body remaining perfectly still as she mentally prepared herself for what was about to happen. It made Amy feel sick that this was going on; that this was already so easily accepted amongst the women. None of them even tried to stand up for themselves or fight back. Their fates had been well and truly accepted.  
 
      
 
    Despite the pain running through Amy’s body from her fight with Maggie, she refused to let these men touch her. As the four of them fanned out and started making their way toward specific women in the tent, Amy prepared herself for another battle. She would rather die than let what she thought was about to happen, happen.  
 
      
 
    Bang. Bang. Bang.  
 
      
 
    A peppering of explosions suddenly filled the air, echoing throughout the whole camp and stopping the men dead in their tracks. Amy kept her eyes locked on the man who was approaching her. He was almost close enough to reach out and touch her, which meant Amy was almost close enough to strike. But she didn’t have to. The sound of explosions distracted the men instantly, each spinning round to look to the next in confusion.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, who’s still left out there?” 
 
      
 
    “Only Brogan and Craig. Do you think it was one of them?” 
 
      
 
    More explosions erupted from outside the tent as the men spoke, their interest in the women lost. It took Amy a few seconds to realize that the explosions were probably meant for her. It was too much of a coincidence for this to not be part of Len and Harrison’s plan, and that meant she was about to be rescued. Turning her attention back to the men, Amy tried to remain calm and carefully think out her next move.  
 
      
 
    “Can’t be,” one of the men finally replied after the second round of explosions had stopped. “We better get out there.” 
 
      
 
    Abandoning their intentions for the women, the four men jogged back toward the entrance of the tent, just as a third round of explosions occurred. It forced them to quicken their pace, running out of the tent and leaving the entrance—to Amy’s sheer joy—open. She knew she had to act quickly now, but she also didn’t know what to do. Harrison and Len had undoubtedly planned things down to the letter; she didn’t want her actions to ruin any of that.  
 
      
 
    “Is this it?” Maggie’s raspy voice came from beside Amy, her throat already showing severe bruising from where Amy’s hands had clasped it no more than an hour earlier.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Amy nodded. “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Maggie looked nervously from side to side, observing the other women in the tent. They all had their eyes focused on the entrance, the fact it remained open not lost on any of them. “Shall we make a run for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Amy started to reply, her sentence cut short by the sound of gunfire outside. The explosions had become less frequent now, but the noise that replaced them was even worse. Whatever was happening outside was going to be dangerous; Amy didn’t want to run out there unless it was absolutely necessary. But then, she certainly didn’t want to stay in the tent and see what happened.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” she eventually continued, “let’s try and get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Walking slowly but assuredly, Amy and Maggie started weaving their way around the beds towards the entrance of the tent. The sound of gunfire outside remained sporadic but deadly, the dying cries of at least two men also filling the air. Amy prayed they were coming from a couple of the captors, perhaps even the man who had almost been beside her bed just a few minutes earlier. She wouldn’t even entertain the idea of Len, Harrison or James being injured. She trusted whatever plan they had come up with and knew they would be safe.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” A woman’s voice cried out from behind Amy and Maggie, the two of them almost at the entrance of the tent. “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
      
 
    Both women spun around and quickly located the owner of the voice. It was a younger girl, perhaps in her early twenties, who wore a cast on one arm while the other was housed in a poorly made sling. If Amy had to guess she would say the arm in a cast had been broken long before everything happened, while the one in the sling looked to be a more recent injury.  
 
      
 
    “We’re getting out of here,” Amy hissed back, mild annoyance present in her tone. She didn’t want to delay her escape at all, but she also didn’t want the women still inside the tent to alert the men to their actions. “Come if you want.”  
 
      
 
    “Are you insane?” The girl argued back, pushing herself off her bed so she was standing to face Amy and Maggie. “You won’t make it two seconds out there. It’s better to just stay inside. At least in here we’re alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Amy huffed. “Stay then. But just because you are doesn’t mean we have to as well.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” The girl shouted, her voice rising so loud Amy worried the men would be able to hear it outside. If even one of them returned to the tent their escape attempt could well be ruined. They needed to get out fast. Turning on their heels, Amy and Maggie jogged to the entrance of the tent, their minds focused on only one thing now.  
 
      
 
    “You’ll never make it!” The girl’s voice carried over the dying gunfire to them as Amy and Maggie reached the entrance, only a few feet standing between them and the outside world. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shut up,” Amy looked back over her shoulder as another voice piped up, coming from the woman with the broken leg who comforted Amy on her first day. As the two of them locked eyes Amy smiled at the woman, thanking her with her gaze as the woman with the broken legs nodded and smiled back.  
 
      
 
    “Go on,” the woman called, “get out of here! I’ll keep this one quiet.” 
 
      
 
    Amy grinned, not waiting for any further instruction and looking instead to Maggie. She offered her companion a short nod and then inhaled a deep breath, taking a step forward and sliding through the entrance of the tent, passing the large chain that normally held it closed throughout the day. They had made it. The sound of gunfire had completely stopped now and as Amy found herself outside the tent, she took a few seconds to blink in the sunlight before she processed the bodies lying on the ground in front of her. Her vision was slightly blurred from leaving the dim tent and coming out into blinding sunlight, but she saw a figure running toward her. Her body tensed as it drew nearer, finally focusing long enough to ascertain who it was. Harrison. Her savior had come. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Tilting the shattered piece of mirrored glass so it caught the sunlight, Harrison watched the ridge where he knew Len and James were hiding and waited. There wasn’t much else that he could do now except flash the signal and hope Len acted fast. Through his binoculars he had just seen four men entering the tent where they believed Amy was being kept. That left only two outside, odds that Harrison strongly preferred.  
 
      
 
    After another few seconds, Harrison saw Len’s head pop up over the ridge, confirming that the signal had been raised. This was his time to act now and he had to move quickly. Pushing the glass fragment into his pocket, Harrison jogged forward from the shrubs he was hiding in and made his way toward the fence below the first guard tower. Not breaking his stride, Harrison slammed his shoulder into it, forcing the weak material to give way and allowing him to tumble into the camp.  
 
      
 
    If everything was running on schedule, he had about a minute to find and silence the two men who remained out in the camp. Pumping his legs fast, Harrison ran toward one of the other two tents in the camp, knowing exactly where the other men were waiting after the watch he’d kept all morning. With the majority of them out with the rest of the women or searching for more, the camp was fairly unprotected at this time and Harrison was confident they would be able to enact their rescue mission successfully.  
 
      
 
    As the first set of explosions sounded at the back of the camp, Harrison clutched his Glock in his hands as he inched along the outside of the tent where he knew the two men were. He frowned slightly as the first round of dynamite was lit, calculating it to be just a little bit early in his head. The men he now had to subdue were aware something was happening and it would make the element of surprise a little more difficult to achieve.  
 
      
 
    Still, he stuck to his guns, knowing how important this mission was. Though Harrison had his own goals and his own family to reach, he knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he didn’t try and reunite Len with Amy once more. It had been their shared objective ever since the two of them had left Chicago, and now that they had come so close, Harrison wouldn’t let himself give up.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?”  
 
      
 
    Harrison now stood just a fraction of an inch away from the entrance to the tent the two men sat in, both of them on either side of table which held a deck of cards and a couple of old bottles of beer. He remained still as he listened to the men talking inside, their voices clear in the silence after the explosions.  
 
      
 
    “One of the bikes?” The second voice inside the tent replied, accompanied by the sound of a chair being pushed backwards. “Or maybe the truck is back?” 
 
      
 
    “That didn’t sound like an engine to me,” the first voice replied, complemented again by the noise of a body rising from its chair. “Let’s go check it out.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison rolled his shoulders back and widened his stance, preparing to strike just as Len lit the second roll of dynamite and flung it into the camp, filling the air with snapping explosions once more. There was no time to focus on the sound though as the first of the men exited the tent, running right into the path of Harrison. It was too close for the old prepper to raise his 9mm and shoot, so instead he swung it in an arc in front of him, smashing the metal into the man’s skull.  
 
      
 
    The unconscious body crumpled to the ground in front of him, a sight not missed by either Harrison or the other man who quickly leapt back into the tent, hiding his body from view. Two shots then quickly rang out and caused Harrison to drop to the ground, the surviving man firing blindly through the tent walls at where he believed Harrison stood.  
 
      
 
    Try as he might, Harrison couldn’t stop the small smirk from creeping across his lips as he started to crawl on his belly to the entrance of the tent. He loved moments like this. His life was on the line but adrenaline pumped through his veins like a car racing around a track. He felt more alive than ever and his mind worked a million miles a minute to think of every next step and every action that could happen.  
 
      
 
    He had realized immediately after the two shots that were fired through the side of the tent that the weapon the man had inside was a twelve-gauge shotgun. It was likely sawn-off due to the speed in which the man had picked it up to fire, a full size one being too heavy and awkward to wield in battle. What all of that meant, though, was that Harrison had time to strike while the man inside was forced to reload. He continued to shuffle toward the entrance, poking his head around the corner only slightly so he could quickly see what was happening inside.  
 
      
 
    The man was frantically trying to reload the gun, his hands shaking as he held it and making the task much more difficult for himself. Harrison didn’t delay. He leapt to his feet and turned his pistol on the half-armed man inside, pausing for just a second as the man looked up, noticed Harrison, and accepted his fate.  
 
      
 
    Two down. The third and final round of explosions erupted just as the man’s body slumped over, the sawn-off shotgun still clutched in his hands. Through the noise, Harrison picked up on the sounds of bodies running toward him. The men from the tent where Amy was being kept were on the move now. The explosions from the dynamite carried them past the tent where Harrison was currently hidden and toward the back of the camp where Len and James lay out of sight behind a ridge.  
 
      
 
    Cracking his neck from side to side, Harrison let the four remaining men jog past him, shouts carrying from one of them to the other and also beckoning for the two men Harrison had just subdued to help them. There was no time to waste now. It would take only a few seconds for the men to realize the explosions had merely been dynamite and then just a few seconds more to notice they were down two men.   
 
      
 
    Holding his Glock fiercely in front of him, Harrison stepped out of the tent and sighted it at one of the men in the distance. They had all run past him and were now huddled around the holes in the ground that the dynamite had dug out. One of the rounds looked to have set off a bit closer to the fence than they had planned, bringing it down slightly and making it so someone could get in or out that way. Harrison didn’t like the look of that, knowing how close Len and James were to the four men. Readjusting his sights slightly, he squeezed his finger over the trigger and fired a shot, bringing a third man to the ground in front of his companions.  
 
      
 
    Gunfire then filled the air. The three surviving men dove to the sides, jumping away from their friend who was instantly killed by Harrison’s shot to the back of his head. As Harrison hid once more inside the tent, watching through one of the bullet holes, he watched the men scrambling for pistols they kept in their waistbands, each firing wildly in random directions.  
 
      
 
    It was a pointless exercise. None of them knew where the shot that killed their friend had come from and so, after they had each expanded their magazines, silence overtook the camp once more. Harrison continued to watch them carefully. Two withdrew spare magazines from somewhere on their person and reloaded their weapons. The third merely cowered in his place, his eyes darting around the camp in an attempt to try and find out what was happening.  
 
      
 
    Harrison breathed deeply, taking his time as he assessed the situation. The men in front of him weren’t warriors. They weren’t fighters or men who had previously held roles or jobs of any great responsibility. They were thugs. Cowards who had seen the solar crash as an opportunity to exert authority over other people, picking on only those they knew were weaker than them. It was pathetic. Harrison knew exactly what they would have been like before all of this happened. Drinking too much in bars and ogling at women they could never get before becoming offended and aggressive when said women turned them down.  
 
      
 
    With that in mind, what they had done to the women in this camp made sense. Harrison could understand their motives, but that didn’t mean he agreed with them. Though two of them had now reloaded their weapons, Harrison wasn’t troubled by that fact. He straightened his body and walked out into the open, aiming and firing his 9mm Glock at the men.  
 
      
 
    One was dead before the others even reacted to what was happening. Harrison tried to take out those with weapons first, though one of them somehow managed to jump out of the way of his bullets. He kept walking forward though, confident in his abilities and unafraid of the man who was now firing at him. Bullets seemed to whizz past his body but thankfully none of them hit him. Harrison channeled that feeling and squeezed the trigger of his own weapon over and over, not stopping until he was the only surviving man in the camp.  
 
      
 
    Letting out a low whistle in the silence that superseded the short gunfight, Harrison signaled to Len and James behind the ridge that he was the only survivor. It took only a couple of seconds for Len to appear, his eyes bouncing from one body to the next before they finally landed on Harrison.  
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” Len quickly spoke up once he had determined his friend was safe and the camp no longer presented any danger. “Is she safe?”  
 
      
 
    “I’ll get Amy,” Harrison replied, neither of them needing to raise their voices as the eerie silence that often followed death encompassed the camp. “Can you get our stuff over to those bikes?” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded, knowing that it wasn’t his job to get to Amy but still wishing that it were. James beside him kept Len grounded though; in order for all four of them to escape the camp together, he needed to do what they had planned. Turning away from Harrison, Len turned back to where they had left their supplies. Despite Harrison killing the men in the camp, time was still of the essence to get everything sorted and make their getaway.  
 
      
 
    Harrison echoed the same thought. Once Len was on the move he turned around and started jogging toward the tent where Amy was being kept. He didn’t know whether one of the men had locked it back up as they left and if so, he needed to find a way to get Amy out of there before Len and James returned. Both being around James and being en route to his daughter were giving Harrison strong paternal feelings and for some reason he didn’t want James to see his mother locked up in a tent. Even after everything the young boy had surely already experienced.  
 
      
 
    That wouldn’t be a problem though. Not slowing his jog, Harrison watched as Amy and then Maggie exited the tent where they were being kept. Both stared at Harrison with confused expressions on their faces before they slowly recognized his figure. Slowing to a halt beside them, Harrison placed his hands on his hips and smiled, pleased to see both women had made it out alive.  
 
      
 
    “Harrison,” Amy breathed as she came to terms with the fact the man stood in front of her again. “Where’s James? Where’s Len?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re fine,” Harrison replied quickly, understanding Amy’s worry for her family. “They’re going to meet us at the bikes. Are you okay? And you too, Maggie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy answered while Maggie offered a nod, the woman quite clearly anxious of their situation. “The bikes?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison opened his mouth to reply but decided against it as Amy herself noticed the fleet of motorcycles that were kept in one corner of the camp and nodded. Her gaze didn’t stay on them long though, the sight of two figures jogging into the camp pulling it away. Len and James. They ran toward them, bags and supplies slung over their shoulders as they brought everything the group needed to survive. Harrison smiled. As far as he could tell, the rescue mission had been a success and they were going to make it out of the camp alive.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    As Amy flung her arms around James, Len felt like his world suddenly became complete again. At the same time however, he felt a surge of awkwardness and embarrassment over the whole situation. It was clear to him now that he loved Amy. He wasn’t sure whether he’d ever really stopped loving her, even throughout their separation and divorce. He had resented her for taking James away from him and for a number of other things, but when he seriously thought about it, he was uncertain whether he’d ever technically fallen out of love with the women.  
 
      
 
    Now he was certain. Seeing Amy again and knowing that—aside from the damage caused in her fight with Maggie—no serious harm had come to her, Len felt incredibly relieved and thankful. He desperately wanted to wrap his arms around her body and never let go. To hold on to her until everything had gone back to normal and they could live their lives together in happiness like they had for many years. What made Len feel awkward though, was that he knew how unlikely that fantasy was.  
 
      
 
    As Amy released their son from her arms and turned to face Len, gingerly embracing him in a hug and thanking him for saving her, Len couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable. He loved Amy, yes, but he had no idea if she felt the same way. In fact, he was almost certain that she didn’t. She had been the one who said it was over. She had been the one who decided to end their marriage and then, a month later, decided to move to a different state. Len had played a part in it all, but all the decisions had come from her. How could he expect her mind to have changed so much just because the world around them had?  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” Len eventually forced himself to say, pushing all his emotions to the back of his head for the time being. This wasn’t the moment to think through his past relationship with Amy, nor to dwell on his rediscovered love for her. He hoped there would be a time in the future, but for now he had to get his family out of the labor camp and away to somewhere safe.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy nodded, “thank you for coming for me.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, we came for you,” Len shook his head and resisted the urge to reach out and take Amy’s hand. “We couldn’t just leave you.” 
 
      
 
    Amy closed her eyes for a moment and took in Len’s words. It meant a lot to her that Len and Harrison had rescued her; thinking about it now she doubted whether an escape would’ve been possible without them. But it wasn’t over yet. The group of them still loitered in the labor camp and the longer they stood and discussed, the more likely they were to be apprehended or caught.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here,” Harrison eventually spoke up, ever the voice of reason in their party. “I doubt anyone heard what happened, but there’s always a chance of it. We should take the bikes and go. Now.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded, quietly thankful for the distraction as he pulled his gaze away from Amy and to one of the motorcycles instead. “Err, how do they work?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison quickly set about explaining the bikes to everyone. Len and Amy both listened intently, while Maggie hung about awkwardly to the side of their group. No one had said anything to her yet, and Len wondered whether the woman would be joining them. Out of the corner of his eye he saw a couple of other women creeping out of the tent, their eyes scanning the surroundings before eventually landing on Len’s group.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should get a move on,” Len interrupted the end of Harrison’s explanation, drawing the prepper’s attention to the increasing number of women watching them.  
 
      
 
    Harrison nodded, wrinkling his brow slightly at the sight of the women. “Basically, keep the gear low and remember where the brake is,” he finished up. “I can take James on mine if you’d like?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Amy agreed after a short pause, contemplating how confident she felt driving a motorcycle. She and Len had rented quad bikes once when on vacation, but that was several years ago now and she had all but forgotten everything about them. At least if James was riding with Harrison then he was more likely to be safe. “Maggie, are you coming?” 
 
      
 
    All the attention in the group was suddenly focused on the one outsider, Amy directly addressing whether Maggie would be joining them. Len had no strong feelings either way in regards to whether Maggie came with them, so long as she didn’t slow them down or put them in any further danger. As that thought occurred to him, he realized how much he had changed since everything happened. He should have been eternally indebted to Maggie for helping them rescue Amy, but no more than a few minutes had passed and he was already willing to leave her behind. Perhaps it was due to the people he had met previously on their journey from Chicago, or perhaps it was due to another reason. Whatever it was, Len didn’t carry the same regard for a stranger’s life that he once had. He wasn’t sure how that fact made him feel about himself.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll come,” Maggie eventually replied in a quiet voice. “But I don’t think I can drive one of those.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s all right,” Amy replied with a nod, “you can come with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay then,” Harrison took a step forward to one of the bikes, lifting a compartment under the seat and shoving some of their supplies inside it. “Let’s get going, looks like these three all have the keys in the ignition.” 
 
      
 
    Len bit his bottom lip and followed Harrison’s lead. He had hoped that Amy would be able to ride with him; the thought of her arms wrapped around his waist as they drove sent a shiver down his spine. Again though, that was a thought he was going to have to entertain later, if at all. They needed to leave the camp quickly and as a result he needed to take control of a bike himself.  
 
      
 
    Swinging one leg over, Len mounted one of the vehicles and sat down, struggling to make himself comfortable with his rucksack still strapped to his back. The bow and quiver of arrows hung off his right shoulder as well, though Harrison had reclaimed the A3 rifle. Still, Len carried a lot of baggage and none of it was really the right shape to store within his bike. As a result, he shifted the items around on his back slightly until he felt more balanced, trying to determine where his center of gravity lay before turning the key in the ignition.  
 
      
 
    At the roar of the bike’s engine—Len’s being the first one to start up as Harrison and Amy were both still getting situated with their riding partners—a gasp escaped Len’s mouth. Though he had traveled in the Dodge Fargo to South Haven not that long ago, the working technology still impressed him. As the motorcycle came to life, the whole thing started to shake beneath him, Len gripped the handlebars slightly tighter as he slowly became comfortable with it.  
 
      
 
    “All right, Len,” Harrison spoke to the side of him, the prepper starting up his own engine as he spoke. “Now tuck in the kickstand.” 
 
      
 
    Len watched as Harrison flicked the kickstand of the bike back up into the body with the heel of his right foot. James sat in front of Harrison, his son grinning at the power of the motorcycle that sat beneath him. Smiling at the fact that James at least was enjoying this to some extent, Len copied the action that Harrison had performed and flicked his kickstand up into the bike, allowing the vehicle to stand more upright with a little help from Len’s own legs.  
 
      
 
    With all the noise and commotion, several more women had now joined those who were waiting near the entrance to the tent. Len kept an eye on them while Harrison guided Amy once more through starting up the bike; Maggie finally sat securely on back.   
 
      
 
    “Do you know any of them?” Len called over the sounds of the engines to Amy and Maggie, drawing their attention to the other women as well. “Do you want to tell them that they’re free? They should make a run for it before the other men come back.” 
 
      
 
    Neither woman replied to Len’s statement, though he watched Maggie lean forward slightly and whisper something in Amy’s ear just as she managed to get the bike up and running. It looked like Amy nodded in response and then a second later; Maggie dismounted the bike and jogged over to the group of women, all still watching the scene in disbelief.  
 
      
 
    “Is she coming back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Amy called back in response to Harrison’s question. “She’ll meet us at the gate.” 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing Amy’s statement, Harrison nodded and let his bike lurch forward, earning a small yelp from James, though Len was thankful to see his son looked perfectly secure tucked between Harrison’s body and the front of the bike. Seating James in front allowed Harrison to wear his rucksack on his back. And it appeared to have the added benefit of keeping James slightly safer, which Len was happy about.  
 
      
 
    Following his friend’s lead, Len did as Harrison had instructed and slowly started to ease out on the clutch, listening for what Harrison had described as “the friction point.” Reaching it, Len felt the bike slowly start to creep forward, causing him to suddenly squeeze down on the clutch again and bring the bike to a halt. With a little more assurance, Len then repeated the motions, noticing Amy doing the same out of the corner of his eye. This time when he reached the friction point he twisted the accelerator, pushing power into the engine of the bike and forcing it forward.  
 
      
 
    The journey was jumpy and unnerving at first, but as Len drove his bike closer and closer to the camp entrance, he gradually began to feel more control over the vehicle. Pulling up next to Harrison’s bike, he forced himself to feel confident in his ability to drive the bike over a longer distance.  
 
      
 
    “Nice one, Dad,” James grinned at Len as he rested on his stationary bike while Harrison tugged open the large gate to the camp. Len assumed Harrison must have found a key from somewhere to get the gate open and was thankful his friend had thought of such a thing.  
 
      
 
    “Not bad, eh?” Len smiled back at James just as Amy pulled up on the other side of him. “We’re like a little biker family.” 
 
      
 
    James let out a giggle and even Amy cracked a smile, though Len could see how anxious she was feeling. He didn’t know what she’d experienced in the camp so far and he didn’t want to force her to endure any more time there than necessary. With the gate finally open, it was time for them to go.  
 
      
 
    “Where’s Maggie?” Harrison questioned as he climbed back onto his bike, James shuffling forward slightly to make room. “It’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    “She’s coming,” Amy replied as she looked back over her shoulder, noticing Maggie jogging toward them at pace. “She’s coming now.” 
 
      
 
    Len looked back to see the woman approaching, the group behind her having divided somewhat. A couple of the other women were standing next to the fourth and final bike, trying to figure out how to get the thing started so they could make their own escape. Some of the others were running over to the other tents, searching for supplies or something. There was one woman, though, who couldn’t have been any older than twenty-five who simply stood at the entrance to the tent and stared at their group. One of her arms was in a cast, while the other was housed in a poorly made sling, limiting her movement entirely. Still she stood there, motionless, watching Len and his group with a strange expression on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Ready?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice pulled Len back to the present, turning his mind away from the strange woman with broken arms and focusing on the bike he rode once more. He offered his friend a nod and then turned to look at Amy, she and Maggie finally steeling themselves for the journey as well. As soon as Amy nodded as well, Harrison turned back to face the gate, twisted the throttle in his hand, and gently guided his bike out of the gate and away down the road.  
 
      
 
    Len looked to Amy, giving her a smile and a nod as if to indicate she should go next. After a short moment Amy conceded, twisting the throttle of her own bike and gliding forward, though in a slightly jerkier manner than Harrison had done.  
 
      
 
    Finally, it was Len’s turn. With a steady hand he urged his bike forward, waiting until he found the friction point once more on the clutch before accelerating. The moment was much smoother this time, the bike shuddering slightly at first before the engine caught properly and the vehicle roared forward, pulling Len out of the gates of the camp and away down the road behind Harrison and Amy.  
 
      
 
    He kept his pressure on the accelerator minimal, not wanting to push the bike too hard and cause himself to fall off. But still, as he felt the wind rushing past him, Len couldn’t resist the urge to drive a little faster. It felt freeing. He felt like he wasn’t being held down by the shackles of the new world or the solar crash anymore. He had both Amy and James back and they had Harrison to guide them. Surely now things would start to go right. Surely somehow they could find a way to return to normal. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredible.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon squeezed Mary’s hand as she spoke, gaping at the stationary 4x4 as it rumbled in front of them. Her words described exactly how he was feeling. They had both spent a fair amount of time in the city since the power cut out and every vehicle on the roads had stopped working. Mary had even seen one explode in front of her eyes. A working engine in the basement of the White House was an incredible feat. Dixon wouldn’t have believed it unless he was seeing it with his own eyes.  
 
      
 
     “How is that possible?” the soldier eventually asked, watching as Mr. Wilson stepped forward and clapped one of the engineers on the back in congratulations.  
 
      
 
    “Excellent work,” Wilson spoke, ignoring Dixon’s question for the time being. “Do you think you can fix others?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” the engineer nodded. “The older ones at least.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the transport trucks?” Wilson continued after a brief moment’s pause, his mind working quickly to come up with a plan.  
 
      
 
    “The ones in the hangar?” The engineer questioned, scratching his head for a moment in thought. “I think their design is probably too new. Maybe if there were still some of the old engines lying around. We could switch them out and get the trucks working that way, maybe.” 
 
      
 
    “Would that work?” 
 
      
 
    “Should,” the engineer continued after another short pause. “It might take some time, though.” 
 
      
 
    “Time,” Mr. Wilson replied, “is unfortunately something we don’t seem to have a lot of. Take as many people as you need. Leave just a couple of people working on the radios. We need to make this our top priority.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” the engineer nodded. “Should we focus all our efforts on the transport trucks?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Mr. Wilson responded immediately, a plan finally formed in his mind. “We know these can run now if we need them, but we need to be thinking bigger. Head up now and see what you can do. I’ll be along shortly.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” the engineer repeated, beckoning to his fellow engineers who stood around silently, pretending to tinker with different parts of machinery when in reality they were all hanging off every word.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking, Dad?” 
 
      
 
    Mary posed the question once the team of engineers had departed up the spiral staircase, leaving just the three of them in the underground garage. Mr. Wilson hadn’t indicated that he wanted Dixon or Mary to leave with them and so the two had stayed behind, Mary’s hand still firmly held in Dixon’s. After everything they had been through, he was reluctant to ever let it go again.  
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking,” Mr. Wilson slowly started to reply, turning his body away from the 4x4, which had now been shut off, and instead to face his daughter, “that we might be able to save our country after all.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you planning to send relief aid out into the city, sir?” Dixon questioned, running through the options in his head. “Or an armed force to try and bring back the peace?” 
 
      
 
    Mr. Wilson shook his head. “You sound just like General Shepherd, Dixon. Since when did sending out an army ever help to bring peace? No, that’s not what I have in mind. But relief aid on the other hand… That’s exactly it. I think if we can provide somewhere safe for these people to go, they’ll stop causing problems in the city and realize that life is perfectly survivable without power.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon hung his head for a moment, ashamed slightly that he had even suggested the idea of armed forces. General Shepherd had indeed already tried that, taking almost all of the troops from the White House and heading out into the city. As of yet, there was no sign of them returning nor of them having had any positive effect in Washington. The city was continuing to fall down—quite literally—and its residents all remained in grave danger.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you planning to send it?” Mary opened her mouth to question her father’s plan next, the young girl having taken the time to think through his suggestion and combat it with a rational argument. “It’s too dangerous to try and fix things in the city this soon. No more than a few hours ago I watched a skyscraper fall to the ground. People are running wild. Just because you set up a relief station doesn’t mean they’ll react to it or even use it. If anything, they’ll probably just try and loot it like they have with everything else.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that,” Mr. Wilson nodded at his daughter, a small smile creeping onto his face as Mary showed just how intelligent she was. He was so proud of her. “We’ll send it outside of the city first, in the direction of Pittsburgh or somewhere. I know we’ll have to find somewhere rural to set things up. I have a feeling this disaster isn’t just going to blow over overnight.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon listened carefully to everything Mr. Wilson was saying and nodded. It all made sense. It was their duty to provide aid to the country; he had sworn an oath to protect it and this was a part of that. If relief aid was being sent out, then he wanted to be a part of it.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Dixon nodded, pulling both Mary and her father’s attention toward him. “Where do I sign up?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “If there’s a relief mission being sent out,” Dixon replied to Mr. Wilson’s question. “Then I want to be a part of it. I’m going.” 
 
      
 
    “Dixon, no,” Mary pleaded, desperation in her voice. Turning to look at his girlfriend, Dixon didn’t need to say anything. With one glance Mary knew this was what he needed to do and as much as she worried about him, she respected him for it as well. “Okay,” she continued after a short pause, “then I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    “You are not!” Mr. Wilson’s voice was stern and serious, the pride he had been feeling for his daughter waning as he heard her resolve. “Mary, it’s far too dangerous for you to go. You have no proper training or skills. You’ll be better off staying here where it’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t think I have any skills?” Mary immediately retorted, her voice breaking slightly as she spoke. 
 
      
 
    “That’s not what I meant, Mary,” Mr. Wilson replied. “You know that. But the people we send out on the relief mission will need to know exactly what they’re doing; we’ve already lost too many good men since all of this happened.” 
 
      
 
    “Exactly!” Mary threw her hands up in the air in an exasperated manner. “You’ve lost countless people already, so resources are spread pretty thin. I can help, Dad, I’m not a child anymore. I know what needs to be done.” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t lose you out there, Mary,” Mr. Wilson’s voice was much softer now, his voice pleading with his daughter not to go. “I need you to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be,” Mary replied, her tone also softening as she understood what her father was so concerned about. “You need to trust me. I’ll be fine. And Dixon can protect me if anything happens too; he’s already done that once today.” 
 
      
 
    “I will, sir,” Dixon coughed, straightening his back as he addressed Mr. Wilson. “You have my word, I won’t let any harm come to your daughter, ever.” 
 
      
 
    Turning away from the young couple, Wilson ran a hand through his hair and sighed. It was a near impossible task trying to balance his role protecting and serving his country alongside keeping his daughter safe. He hated to admit it, but Mary was right. They had lost countless good people from the White House staff since the power first cut out and now very few actually remained. The relief missions would need all the support they could find, and Mary would be a valuable asset to them.  
 
      
 
    Thinking about it, Wilson knew he hadn’t really meant what he’d said regarding Mary having no training or skills. She was just as well equipped to handle what was happening out there as half of the soldiers running around. Every spare second they’d had during her childhood, Wilson had strived to prepare his daughter for any and all eventualities that might strike. But that wasn’t the problem he was facing. The problem was whether he could bear to part with his daughter, after only just discovering that she was safe.  
 
      
 
    “Please, Dad,” Mary’s voice cut through the silence in the underground parking garage. “You know this is the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the sun started to rise two days later, Mary clutched Dixon’s hand while they sat side by side on the first transport truck to depart. They were part of only a seven-man team, including the driver of the truck, Jared, who was actually the engineer who had first gotten the 4x4 engine working in the White House garage. Having Jared on their team made both Dixon and Mary feel more comfortable. At least if something happened to the truck he would likely be able to deal with the repairs and get them up and running again.  
 
      
 
    Alongside Jared the engineer, two other soldiers, Kyle and Mathers, joined them. Dixon was pleased to see both of them again, the young soldiers last involved with him when they believed a terrorist cell had broken into the White House. After a quick reunion, it was confirmed that they hadn’t managed to find any suspicious activity either, and, upsettingly, neither of them had seen Miller since they split up. Though Miller’s whereabouts concerned Dixon, he couldn’t dwell on that fact for too long. They had a new mission to handle and each of them needed to be as prepared and alert as ever.  
 
      
 
    Finally, completing the team was another engineer who was tinkering with a handheld radio at the back of the transport vehicle and a middle-aged woman who had volunteered to join from the makeshift hospital wing. It was a rather slapdash group, but Dixon was pleased with the turnout and he was eager to set out and deliver support to his country. Most of the truck was taken up with supplies and once they reached their destination, it would be their job to set up and make sure they were administered properly. Dixon knew it was a big promotion for him in a way, and he was determined to make sure it was done right.  
 
      
 
    He also needed to be careful, though. As much as he was thrilled that Mary was by his side, it added another element of danger to the mission in some ways. Dixon, like all other soldiers in his position, had always been taught to favor the many over the few when making tough decisions. What that meant was if you could sacrifice one person in order to save a larger group, you should do it. What worried Dixon was what if Mary happened to be that one person. He knew he could never willingly do anything that would put her in harm’s way, but he didn’t know what would happen if him making that decision meant that other people would get hurt. As the truck started to pull away from the White House, he prayed he would never have to find out.  
 
      
 
    It had been difficult enough persuading Mr. Wilson to let Mary join the relief aid. Dixon could understand the arguments very well, knowing that Mr. Wilson was reluctant to put Mary in any further danger, just like he was. Eventually, it was Mary’s tenacity and logic that had won out. That, combined with Mr. Wilson’s steadfast loyalty to his country, meant that they had finally concluded that Mary could leave.  
 
      
 
    What Mary wasn’t aware of was the private conversation Dixon had shared with Mr. Wilson the night after he’d agreed to her departure. Mr. Wilson had made Dixon take another oath, swearing to protect Mary until his very last breath. It was something Dixon was happy to do, as he was only agreeing to things he would have done anyway. But it built the pressure up heavier on his shoulders, knowing that he couldn’t let Mr. Wilson down. The man had effectively entrusted Dixon with his most precious cargo and it was up to him to take care of it.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” Mary’s sweet voice whispered in Dixon’s ear as he found himself spiraling through his thoughts, the magnitude of the task ahead of them hard to ignore.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” he replied, giving her hand a little squeeze. “Just thinking. You ready for this?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Mary squeezed Dixon’s hand back firmly in response and looked back over her shoulder. The White House was slowly disappearing from sight in the background and any sign of her father was long gone. “I’m ready.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Finally seeing Harrison pulling into a deserted old farmhouse ahead, Len let out a sigh of relief. They had been driving along quiet, dusty roads for several hours now and while it meant they had put a lot of distance between them and the labor camp where Amy had been kept, it was still a tiring drive. At least they were certain no one was following them. They’d had a couple of short breaks for water and to allow Harrison to consult his map, but they hadn’t stopped for any longer than five minutes at a time. Now that the light was starting to fade, Len was looking forward to a rest and a seat that didn’t vibrate or shudder beneath him.  
 
      
 
    For all his aches and pains from driving the motorcycle, Len had to admit he was quite enjoying it. He’d eventually gotten the hang of handling the vehicle and was able to push it to high speeds without feeling like it was going to topple over. Ahead of him, Amy had mirrored his success, driving comfortably with Maggie on the rear of her bike. Harrison had led the group the entire way and James didn’t appear to have any complaints, the young boy grinning from ear to ear whenever they stopped.  
 
      
 
    Easing off on the accelerator, Len slowed his bike down and prepared for the turn into the farmhouse. He could see ahead of him that Harrison and James had both already dismounted, while Amy was just completing the turn. They had driven in the same order the entire way, Len feeling more comfortable with Amy shielded in the middle of the group.  
 
      
 
    Stopping the bike didn’t come as easily to Len as the rest of it did and he shuddered to a halt, braking too hard and lurching forward a couple of times before finally coming to rest. Pushing out the kickstand with his foot, Len made sure the bike was secure before swinging his right leg over the vehicle and standing up straight. Immediately he shrugged his rucksack off and let that drop to the ground, relishing the weightless feeling it gave him as he stretched and encouraged his back to crack in several places.  
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” Len then directed the question to Harrison, his old friend finishing folding up his map and replacing it in the side of his own rucksack.  
 
      
 
    “About an hour outside of Detroit,” Harrison smiled, pleased with the distance they had covered on the bikes. “We’re just beyond the city of Flint.” 
 
      
 
    Len shrugged his shoulders in response. Flint didn’t ring any bells, but he was well aware of Detroit. That was definitely a city that they wanted to avoid at all costs. The gang activity was out of control even before everything that happened; he could only imagine what it was like now. Memories of The Latin Kings, the gang he and Harrison had encountered just outside of Chicago, came flooding back to Len, the kidnapping and brutal assault he had suffered at their hands just another part of his journey he knew he would never forget.  
 
      
 
    “So, are we spending the night here then?” Amy questioned, her bike now secured as the others’ were and her rightful place at James’s side regained.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison nodded. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s been here for months. We should be safe overnight. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    At Harrison’s order, the group of them picked up their belongings again and started walking to the front door. Len paused halfway, turning to look back at the motorcycles and looking up and down the road for a second.  
 
      
 
    “Do you not think we should hide the bikes?” He turned and asked Harrison, the old prepper just about to push open the door to the farmhouse. “At least move them away from the side of the road?” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yeah,” Harrison straightened up and moved his hand away from the door handle. “We might as well. I doubt anyone will come down this road, but then again, we just did so I guess we can’t be too careful.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem,” Len dropped his rucksack to the ground once more. “I’ll just wheel them around the back. You guys go in and get settled.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Len,” Harrison smiled, finally pushing open the door to the farmhouse and holding it open for Amy, Maggie, and James to walk through first. Len watched them enter before walking over to the first bike—Harrison’s—and started pushing it around the side of the farmhouse so it was out of view from the road.  
 
      
 
    Though Harrison was probably right about it being very unlikely that anyone would see them, Len believed it was better to be safe than sorry. The bikes were already a massive advantage for them; it would be foolish to throw that away. All his time spent with Harrison appeared to be rubbing off on Len, the former businessman now the one to think of survival factors while Harrison seemed to forget.  
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t be too harsh on Harrison though. He could see the old man was growing more and more tired with each passing day. They had traveled many miles by now and were constantly having to deal with new inconveniences, a lot of them caused inadvertently by Len or his family. He understood how desperate Harrison was to reach his own daughter and every mishap they encountered was just making the prepper’s wait even longer.  
 
      
 
    Once all three bikes were around the back of the house, Len put his hands on his hips and took in the view. Countryside seemed to stretch for miles in every direction, despite Harrison saying there was a city nearby and Detroit not too far along the horizon. An old combine harvester lay rusting under the veranda on one side of the farmhouse, the machinery looking like it hadn’t been switched on for many years. The roughly defined garden that backed off the main house was overgrown and wild, the grass merging with that of the field behind it. There was a freestanding swing set amongst it all , the metal just barely looking like it could still support a child’s weight.  
 
      
 
    Whoever this farmhouse had belonged to had to be long gone, the place forgotten about and left to deteriorate on the side of the road. When Len finally made his way inside, he discovered that the interior wasn’t much better. All the fabric was moth-eaten and torn, the table in the dining room collapsed and resting on only three legs. But there was a roof over their heads and a safe place they could spend the night. All in all, it was more than Len could’ve asked for, considering some of the places he’d been since leaving Chicago.  
 
      
 
    “This isn’t too bad,” Len remarked as he entered the kitchen where everyone else was to be found. “James, have you seen the swing set in the garden?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” James shook his head and pushed himself up from the floor where he’d been sitting. His open water canteen rested just to the side. “Where is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Out the back,” Len smiled and walked toward his son, taking his hand and leading him to the kitchen door that opened into the garden. “Wanna give it a try?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” James nodded enthusiastically at the prospect. Len was pleased he was able to find something for James to do that was appropriate for a boy of his age. He had already had to encounter and deal with matters far beyond his years; James deserved a few moments of childlike play.  
 
      
 
    “Out you go then,” Len laughed as he tugged open the back door, letting James run outside and wade through the tall grass towards the swing set. Watching from the doorway Len was pleased to see the old thing did support James’s weight, the chain hinges at the top of the set a little rusty but working nonetheless. Within minutes James was swinging back and forth, a youthful smile stretched across his face.  
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll head out the back and get a fire started,” Harrison suggested as he returned into the kitchen, Len unaware of where his friend had just been. “The rest of this place is mostly the same. A couple of decent-sized bedrooms upstairs that the ladies can have and some adequate couches for us down here, Len.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Maggie addressed Harrison. “Not just for this, but for everything you did back at the camp as well. You saved my life.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, don’t mention it,” Harrison smiled. “All in a day’s work.” 
 
      
 
    “Still,” Maggie returned his smile, “I can’t really thank you enough. Do you need any help? With the fire or anything?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Harrison shrugged, “you can help with that.” 
 
      
 
    Len watched as Maggie kept her eyes fixed on Harrison, following the prepper out of the back door and into the garden where James was still swinging. The two of them set to work pretty quickly preparing a fire, digging holes into the ground as Len and Harrison had done many times in the past. Silence filled the kitchen where Len found himself now alone with Amy, his ex-wife perched on a low bench that ran along one of the walls.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Len asked sympathetically, walking over to Amy and sitting down on the same bench, though he left plenty of room between them. “Do you…do you want to talk about what happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really,” Amy mumbled, her face angled down at the kitchen floor. “I’m fine though, really. Nothing that bad happened in there.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you at least let me look at your face?” Len asked, the bruising on Amy’s skin developing more and more as time went on. Her fight with Maggie had left nothing to chance, the pair of them both sporting a large array of war wounds. “Does it hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “A little,” Amy replied after a short pause, slowly lifting her head up and turning to face Len. “It didn’t really when we were on the bikes, but it’s more tender now.” 
 
      
 
    “I can understand that,” Len nodded, shuffling a little closer to his ex-wife along the bench. “Your lip and eyebrow are both split open, and you’ve got a lovely black eye coming in.” Len offered Amy a slight smile as he spoke, trying to ease the tension between them and cheer her up somewhat. As gently as he could, he ran his thumb over Amy’s face, down from her eyebrow and over the bruising on her cheek. “You’re still as beautiful as ever though. You always have been to me.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s hand still cupped the side of Amy’s face; his eyes locked on to hers as they both let the words linger in the air between them. Even with her injuries, she was just as attractive to Len as she had been the first day he saw her. Holding her now, he couldn’t for the life of him figure out why he had ever let her go. It had, without a doubt, been the stupidest thing he’d ever done in his life.  
 
      
 
    “Len,” Amy whispered after a few seconds, struggling to find the words to complete the sentence.  
 
      
 
    A small smile crept onto Len’s face as Amy whispered his name, just the sound of her voice making him feel happy. He reminded himself not to push things too far though. He didn’t know how she felt and he didn’t want to make things awkward between them. Removing his hand from her face, he looked down at the floor for a second, taking a deep breath and squashing his desires.  
 
      
 
    “Let me go and see if we have any gauze,” Len replied, making to stand up from the bench. “The cut on your eyebrow could probably use it.” 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” Now it was Amy’s turn to reach out and touch Len, grabbing his hand before he could stand up. “I—,” she started to speak, but then a look of worry crossed Amy’s face, her mind struggling to find the right words. “Thank you, Len,” was what she eventually came out with. “Thank you for coming back for me. And for taking care of James. Thank you for keeping us both safe.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s my job, Amy,” Len breathed softly. “I know I might not have been very good at it in the past, but that’s changed now. You and James are my family and I’ll do everything in my power to keep you both safe. From now on until my last day on this wretched planet.” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t have any words to say in reply to Len, her eyes slowly starting to fill with liquid as she looked at him. Not wanting to make her cry, Len gave Amy’s hand a gentle squeeze before releasing it and standing up. “Let’s see about that gauze, shall we?” he spoke over his shoulder as he started to move towards his rucksack. “I’m sure there’s some in here somewhere.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Waking up the next morning, Len wasn’t surprised to see that Harrison had already vacated the couch where he’d slept and was nowhere to be seen. Stretching underneath the old blanket he had used as a cover, Len let the relative comfort of the old couch envelop him one last time before pushing himself to his feet. The farmhouse had been a good stopover for them, but Len knew they wouldn’t be staying long. Especially with the advantage the motorcycles gave them, Harrison would want to get back on the road and cover more ground between them and Toronto.  
 
      
 
    The house was still quiet as Len padded to the kitchen, in search of where he’d left his water canteen the night before. Through the windows he could see Harrison getting the fire started again outside, making sure it was ready to cook breakfast as soon as everyone else was awake. It couldn’t have been more than six in the morning by the height of the sun in the sky, though Len had to admit he wasn’t the best judge of it.  
 
      
 
    Picking up his canteen from the table, Len stuffed his feet into his shoes and walked outside to greet Harrison, his friend yet to notice him in the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Len opened cheerfully. “Sleep well?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye,” Harrison nodded, looking up at Len from the fire pit, “you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len replied. “I think everyone else is still sleeping. Do you want me to get them up for breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “Give them another few minutes,” Harrison answered as he stood up, the fire now starting to get going. “I’m going to go and wash up quickly, can you keep an eye on this for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Len smiled, stepping to the side so Harrison could move past him and go indoors. Pulling out a rickety wooden chair from the garden table, Len sat down precariously, testing whether the old thing would support his weight. It did now, though thinking about it Len wasn’t sure if it would’ve a month ago. For all the terrible things the solar crash had done, it had at least sparked Len into getting back in shape. He was leaner and fitter than he had been for the past twenty years, his pants almost falling down were it not for the aid of his belt.  
 
      
 
    Watching the fire, Len let himself start to daydream about the old times. He thought back to the days just after his divorce and the horrible spiral he had gotten himself into. His life at that point was nothing but half-hearted work and full-hearted drinking. Hours lost in O’Riley’s pub that he would never get back. In reality, the time after his divorce hadn’t been too dissimilar to the months leading up to it. He had grown distant from Amy long before the papers were served, losing himself in an attempt to win a promotion that would never happen.  
 
      
 
    It all seemed so stupid to him now. Why had he gone to work five days a week, putting in the extra hours hunched over a computer or crunching numbers he didn’t care about? The countless evenings he’d spent schmoozing people he didn’t even like, all to get ahead in a company that only saw him as a hamster running on a wheel. He knew why: money. That was why everyone did everything before the crash. At some level, it was necessary. He needed to put a roof over his head and there needed to be food on the table, but beyond that Len had truly gotten lost trying to climb the corporate ladder.  
 
      
 
    Work had been the be-all and end-all for him, far more important that his relationship with his wife and son. Of all the mistakes he had ever made, Len knew that was the worst one. He could be a businessman and a father, too. Be an employee as well as a husband. It wasn’t the job itself that had ruined his marriage, but his decision to bring work home with him and to be so consumed by it all, even after the clock hit five and he left the office building.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, that office building was long gone now. Len had hidden in the parking lot below it as a gas line ruptured and fire consumed half of Chicago. The building was completely destroyed by the time he saw it again, nothing but rubble and dirt in its place. There was nothing for him to go back to and that was a fact that made Len very pleased.  
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Maggie’s voice pulled Len away from his daydreams, the pictures of his old life drifting away like the fire’s smoke in the wind. “No one else up yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Good morning. Harrison is just cleaning up,” Len replied with a smile, poking the fire a little with a stick he held to make sure it was still burning properly. “I’ve not seen Amy or James.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, okay,” Maggie nodded, standing awkwardly in the doorway. “Do you mind if I join you?” 
 
      
 
    “Not at all,” Len said, pushing himself up from the wooden chair where he sat. “Here, take my seat. I’ll get another.” 
 
      
 
     “Thank you,” Maggie accepted the gesture from Len, moving around the small fire to take his place. “Have you been out here long?” 
 
      
 
    Casual conversion quickly picked up between the two of them, Len finding Maggie a friendly companion and an almost completely different woman from the one they first met two days ago. She wasn’t held down by the shackles of the labor camp, both literally in that her wrists weren’t tied, and on an emotional level, too.  
 
      
 
    Len avoided the topic of the camp even still, knowing how uncomfortable it had made Amy and certain Maggie wouldn’t want to talk about it. Instead they discussed their plans for the day, where they would be traveling and how far they hoped to get. By the time Harrison returned, followed shortly by Amy and James, everyone was ready to get back out on the road and continue their journey. The constant allure of safety was always floating temptingly just around the next corner.  
 
      
 
    “How’s breakfast?” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Len nodded in response to Harrison, stirring the pot of oatmeal he’d placed over the fire during his conversation with Maggie. “It’s about ready if someone can get some bowls?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Harrison replied, “I reckon we eat and then get back on the road, if that’s all right with everybody?” 
 
      
 
    Murmurs of agreement echoed around the group as Harrison made his way back inside the farmhouse to find some bowls. Within minutes the five of them were eating silently, each preoccupied by their own thoughts of the day ahead. No matter what it threw at them, they all believed it couldn’t be any worse than what they had experienced. They’d put so much distance between them and the labor camp by now that it would be impossible for any of the men to track them down, but that didn’t stop it featuring heavily in their memories.  
 
      
 
    Just under an hour later, they were ready to hit the open road once more. Len was silently hoping the riders would be mixed up, but kept his mouth shut as Maggie and Amy walked out together, making their way toward one particular bike. He thought momentarily about riding with James, but didn’t want to put him in any unnecessary danger. While he had definitely built up his confidence riding a motorcycle the day before, Harrison was still by far the most experienced driver.  
 
      
 
    “Where do you think we’ll get to today?” Len asked as he straddled his motorcycle, waiting until everyone was in position before he started the engine.  
 
      
 
    “I’m hoping we can make it past Detroit,” Harrison replied optimistically, “and then, with any luck, maybe across the border as well. Though I’m not sure what condition it’ll be in.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve seen everywhere I have so far,” Harrison shrugged. “It’s hard to predict how different parts of the country will have reacted to everything. Detroit will be dangerous, I’m sure of that, but we’re going to drive a large arc around it, providing the roads are okay. Canada, though? I have absolutely no idea what that’ll be like.” 
 
      
 
    “Only one way to find out,” Maggie chirped up from behind Len, she and Amy now seated on their motorcycle.  
 
      
 
    “Exactly,” Harrison grinned at the woman, a little sparkle visible in his eyes as he spoke. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Gripping his handlebars, Len followed Harrison’s command and tugged on the accelerator, revving the engine of his bike. The machine roared to life underneath him, forcing a smile onto his face as he felt himself regain control of the powerful vehicle. He couldn’t deny it: it felt great. It almost made Len regret not buying a motorcycle many years ago, he could see himself now, riding around the streets of Chicago in black leathers and biker boots.  
 
      
 
    The image he cut as he pulled out onto the main road was somewhat different, however. His large rucksack was once again hanging from his shoulders, accompanied by the bow and arrows that he wore so proudly now. Following first Harrison and James, then Amy and Maggie out of the driveway, Len looked momentarily back at the old farmhouse. It had been a good pit stop for the night, but that was all it truly was. Now the five of them had to keep moving forward, searching for a place that they could eventually call home.  
 
      
 
    It only took about an hour of driving for Len to lose all feeling in his behind again. The open road was long and boring, nothing but dirt fields and the occasional abandoned car on the side of the road to look at. Dust kicked up from the asphalt and assaulted his eyes, making him wish for a pair of glasses or a visor of some sort. He was so preoccupied with squinting and maintaining control of his bike, Len almost didn’t notice that Harrison had pulled over ahead of him. Braking fast, Len managed to quickly bring his bike to a halt, pulling up with a skid beside the rest of his group.  
 
      
 
    “Easy there, Len,” Harrison said with a laugh. “Stop trying to show off!” 
 
      
 
    Len scoffed in response, pushing out the kickstand of his bike and allowing it to rest at an angle. “Everything all right?” He asked, querying why the group had stopped. It seemed too early for a water break; they hadn’t been on the road for much longer than an hour.  
 
      
 
    “I think there’s something up ahead,” Harrison replied, rummaging through his rucksack until he found the binoculars.  
 
      
 
    Len and everyone else watched Harrison silently as he raised the binoculars to his eyes, focusing on something in the distance. Squinting once more, Len tried to see what his friend was looking at. He could just about make out some sort of white object in the distance, but as for what it was, he couldn’t even hazard a guess. Harrison remained still as he studied the object, his face expressionless.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Amy asked after a moment, her anxiety heightening over the unknown.  
 
      
 
    “It looks like a camp,” Harrison eventually replied, leaning over and handing the binoculars to Amy. “Although I think quite different from the one we’ve just left.” 
 
      
 
    Amy gasped, lifting the binoculars to her own eyes and checking for herself. “How do you mean?” She asked nervously as she looked through the magnifying lenses, taking her time to survey every part of the camp. “It looks the same. Surely it can’t be?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it is,” Harrison nodded as Amy finally handed the binoculars to Maggie. “But this camp hasn’t been taken over. What I think that is, is an actual government aid camp. It looks official. I think that is the real deal.” 
 
      
 
    “A real one?” Maggie questioned enthusiastically, hope outwardly present in her voice. “Do you think it’s safe?” 
 
      
 
    “It looks like it,” Harrison replied, reaching back over for the binoculars so he could have another look. Len could only watch his group nervously, waiting for his turn to see what they all already had. “Everything seems to be in order. This could be the camp we’ve all been waiting for.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” Len finally joined the conversation, tired of waiting to see the camp for himself.  
 
      
 
    “I think we need to go there,” Harrison answered after a moment’s thought. “They could have information that we need, and vice versa. I think this camp has just become our next destination.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Floating in the middle of the ocean, Andy felt like his life was over. A day had passed since the storm. Since Brett and Cory had disappeared. Their bodies would likely never be found. Claimed by the sea never to be seen again. The four of them who remained in the lifeboat had barely said two words to one another since then. Andy had been tempted to jump into the ocean and search for them himself. In fact, it had taken both Bryan and Lucas to hold him back and keep him in the boat. He had screamed and cried out in protest, refusing to let himself give up on his crew. On his friends. But he’d had to. They were long gone now and, thanks to the storm, Andy had no idea how far the lifeboat had been blown off course. He had expected to see land by now, but there was nothing but the deep blue ocean that rolled out for miles in every direction. They were well and truly lost.  
 
      
 
    None of them had any idea what to do and, while he knew he wasn’t really, Andy still felt slightly responsible. It had been his idea to take the lifeboat and try to find a way back to Australia. Realistically, if they had stayed on The Mako, they would all still be fine. They could’ve fished the waters forever and the water purifiers that made the seawater drinkable would’ve never broken. The six of them could’ve lived there indefinitely, waiting on the ocean for someone to finally come and rescue them.  
 
      
 
    But now the six of them could do nothing together again. The six of them had become a foursome, and Andy blamed himself. Brett had been his best friend. They had known each other for years, been on countless expeditions all over the world, and shared even more time together when back on home soil with their families. He had been more like a brother to Andy than his real one was. They had been family, and now Brett was dead. Then there was Cory. He was only nineteen years old and that was all he was going to get. The young boy had shown so much potential. He had had a future working at sea, whereas now he didn’t have a future at all.  
 
      
 
    Andy knew in his head that they were both dead. Bryan, Lucas, and Pablo had argued against him, stating that there was a chance they had both survived the storm. Andy didn’t believe that though. It had been one of the worst storms he had ever experienced on the ocean. In reality, he knew they were lucky the lifeboat hadn’t completely capsized. With waves that big and visibility so poor, there was no way Brett and Cory would’ve been able to keep their heads above the surface for very long. They were both strong swimmers, but they were no match for a force of nature. Eventually they would’ve been forced to stop fighting and let the ocean take them, succumbing to a dark and watery grave.  
 
      
 
    It made the ocean different for Andy. Before when he had looked out over the water, he had been filled with happy memories. He had remembered everything he had achieved and the good times he had shared with friends while at sea, celebrating their success or hunkering down and pushing themselves to overcome the next challenge.  
 
      
 
    That was impossible for Andy to see anymore. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get the image of Brett and Cory out of his mind. He pictured them floating just beneath the surface of the water, waves breaking over their heads as they tried to push through, to gasp that elusive mouthful of air. It was horrible. The scene Andy had fabricated was so traumatizing that he hadn’t been able to sleep without seeing it replay over and over again in his head. He couldn’t even look around the lifeboat at his surviving friends, their faces somehow contorting into Brett or Cory’s in his head. All that was left was for him to stare at the bottom of the boat, his head hanging down between his knees, as the lifeboat drifted meaninglessly through the ocean.  
 
      
 
    In the rest of the boat, the others also sat in relative silence. None of them bothered to row, one of the oars lost in the storm and there being no indication of the direction to travel toward. They would be rowing blind if they chose to, potentially guiding the vessel back to dry land but also potentially pushing them farther out to sea. It was a pointless task and so no one offered, the group allowing their journey to be directed by the mercy of the ocean and its currents.  
 
      
 
    Every now and then Lucas and Pablo leaned in and whispered to one another. They kept their voices very low, so Andy couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but he didn’t particularly want to. It didn’t take a genius to guess what they would be asking.  
 
      
 
    Do you think we’ll ever make it home? Do you think Brett and Cory are alive? Do you think they’ll manage to find a way home? What do you think had caused all of this? Do you think we’re going to die out here? 
 
      
 
    They were the type of questions that swam through Andy’s mind as he sat in silence, watching the small droplets of water that remained in the lifeboat drift from side to side as it rocked with the waves. They were the type of questions that he felt like he had all the answers to, but at the same time none at all. The longer the lifeboat drifted, the less optimistic Andy felt about ever seeing his home again. He would never hold his wife’s hand again, never kiss her lips or see her smile. He would never speak to his parents again, never share a joke with his friends from school or make small talk with a neighbor. His life as he knew and remembered it was over, with likely only a few more days left on his number. Very suddenly and absolutely, Andy had accepted his inevitable death.  
 
      
 
    Lucas and Pablo both clearly carried some faith that they would survive. That was the innocence of their youth, neither more than twenty-two years old. They were too young to be taken by the sea, they deserved more than this. They deserved to have a life ahead of them. While the two of them quietly consoled one another and Andy wallowed in his pity and pain, Bryan sat quietly at the other end of the lifeboat, scribbling words down in his notebook.  
 
      
 
    Once again, Andy didn’t know the details of what Bryan was doing. Andy guessed that Bryan was perhaps writing the tale of what had happened to them, immortalizing their story on paper so that if their bodies or possessions were ever found, someone would know what happened. It was the sort of thing that old fishermen spoke about when they were pulling in their nets at night. They told stories about finding messages in bottles, detailing people being stranded at sea with no way of getting home. They were ghost stories in a way, but Andy could always believe them. Now he was likely to become one of them, a message in a bottle that would one day be found and told to the world.  
 
      
 
    Of course, the old-fashioned method of physically using a bottle was now well outdated. Bryan wrote on specially designed waterproof paper, an invention of the last couple of years, that allowed the ink to permanently mark the page, no matter how wet or damaged it became. If Bryan was in fact writing down their memoir, they could very well be immortalized in print forever.  
 
      
 
    The thought occurred to Andy that he should perhaps ask Bryan what he was writing, or ask Lucas and Pablo what they were whispering about. He didn’t though, as another thought also occurred to him and won over. What was the point? Indeed, what was the point of even trying anymore when he had so certainly accepted his death? It was remarkable how quickly Andy had managed to spiral into his hopeless acceptance. He was normally such a positive man, always looking for the solution to his problems rather than sitting and stewing in them. He had changed though. The death of his friends had done that to him, and now, Andy was ready to join the pair of them at the bottom of the ocean.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Andy! Hey, Andy. Wake up, man.”  
 
      
 
    Prying his eyes open, Andy blinked in the blinding sunlight several times before he focused on Pablo’s face in front of him. The young boy’s beard had grown extremely quickly during their time on the lifeboat, the bushy mane now making his appearance almost completely different. That, combined with the fear and remorse in his eyes, made Pablo look like a completely different person. But this time, when Andy looked at Pablo, he didn’t see that same look of fear. There was something different there. Hope. A look none of them had seen since they lost Brett and Cory four days ago.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Andy croaked, seeing no point in being awake and feeling how weak his body was. Though there was no shortage of food or water on the lifeboat, his appetite had all but disappeared since they lost Brett and Cory. Andy had barely touched a mouthful of food since before the storm, seeing no point in keeping his body healthy while they waited inevitable death.  
 
      
 
    “Land,” Pablo grinned, “we can see land.” 
 
      
 
    Andy blinked a couple more times, processing what Pablo was telling him. Surely not. He knew the currents that weaved through the waters they had been traveling. Andy had mapped them out in his head over a thousand times during their time adrift on the ocean. There was no chance they would be pushed in the direction of land for several hundred miles.  
 
      
 
    “Look!” Pablo spoke again, encouraging Andy to twist his body around and glance behind him. The former captain of The Mako hadn’t moved from that same position in days, spending his days and nights just staring at the now-dry bottom of the boat.  
 
      
 
    Groaning as he did move, Andy prepared himself for disappointment. There would be no land. Perhaps the clouds or the waves were playing a trick on poor Pablo, the young boy hallucinating after so many days at sea. One thing was for certain in Andy’s head: they were never going to see land again.  
 
      
 
    “Well?” Pablo questioned as he watched Andy, making sure he was looking in the right direction. “Where do you think it is? Do you think it’s home?” 
 
      
 
    Andy shook his head. Not in disagreement, but in complete and utter disbelief. There was land. Lucas and Bryan sat in front of him in the lifeboat, both also staring out at the landmass that was slowly appearing in the distance. It wasn’t a trick of the light or a mirage of any kind. It was real. It was land. And it was hope. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Driving ever closer to the government relief camp, Harrison doubted his decision for the millionth time. If he didn’t desperately want information about the state of Canada, he would’ve definitely advocated for their group to avoid the camp. Despite knowing it was definitely set up by the government—and still under their command as well—he still didn’t really trust it. The last camp was evidence enough of how much people had changed since the solar crash. Just because the government officials still wore uniforms and had jobs didn’t mean their mental state hadn’t devolved like everyone else’s.  
 
      
 
    But Harrison needed information. Getting to Toronto and finding Nina was his key and only focus now. Len had his family back together again and Harrison felt like he was running out of time to find his own. Plus, once Amy and Maggie had confirmed that this camp was nothing like the one where they had been kept and looked promising in terms of being an official setup, they both eagerly wanted to visit.  
 
      
 
    Len was the only member of their group who had argued against it. They had everything they needed to make it to Canada, that there was absolutely no need to stop at the relief camp. Had it not been for the potential information, Harrison would’ve agreed with him. Stopping was risky to them no matter where it was, but at this point he was willing to do anything to finally reunite with his daughter.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for the scouts of the camp to notice them approaching. It was impossible to miss three motorcycles speeding toward you, especially with zero other vehicles on the road. Harrison knew they would be ready for them by the time they arrived and so made no attempt to slow down or take any further precautions. Weapons would be pointed at them from inside the camp and questions would be asked. Harrison would be ready, of course, but only so long as they were willing to answer his questions as well.  
 
      
 
    James wriggled awkwardly in front of Harrison. The young boy seemed to enjoy being on the motorcycle; he hadn’t complained or gotten upset or scared at any point of their journey, his eyes scanning the surroundings that whizzed past at high speed. Now, though, he seemed a little uncomfortable. Harrison didn’t blame him, feeling the same way as he finally started to ease off on the accelerator, the gates to the camp approaching in the distance, guards manning towers on either side.  
 
      
 
    The design of the camp was almost exactly the same as the one where Amy and Maggie had been kept. That confirmed Harrison’s suspicions that the group of men had overthrown the government officials who set it up. After how poorly they performed during Harrison’s rescue mission, he was surprised they had managed to commandeer the camp at all. It just went to show that even though the officials wore uniforms; they weren’t as well trained as they would like people to believe. Finally pulling his motorcycle to a halt, that thought didn’t leave Harrison oozing with confidence.  
 
      
 
    “Stop where you are!” A voice shouted down from one of the guard towers next to the gate, delivering the redundant instruction to Harrison, who already sat across his stationary bike. “Dismount and put your hands in the air!” 
 
      
 
    Harrison did as he was told, helping James off of the bike and standing in surrender as instructed while Amy, Maggie, and Len pulled up alongside him. The same command was repeated from the guard tower, nothing else said until all five of them—including James—stood to the side of their bikes with their hands in the air.  
 
      
 
    “State your names and business here,” the same official continued to shout, not once lowering the state-issued M16A2 assault rifle that he pointed down at their group. Another man at the same tower did the same, accompanied by two on the opposite side of the gate. The four weapons didn’t waver as Harrison stepped forward slightly to reply, his eyes trained on the first official but his mind completely aware of where the other weapons were. His Glock still rested at his waist while the A3 rifle lay over his back.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Harrison Cooper,” he spoke loudly and clearly, making sure everyone could hear him. “This is Len Rodgers, his wife Amy, and their son James. We have come from Chicago, traveling through several places, including South Haven in the south and then later passing by Grand Rapids. This is Maggie, who we met just a couple of days ago at a camp like this. Though that one was no longer under government control.” 
 
      
 
    “No longer under government control?” The same official repeated, raising his eyebrows slightly at Harrison’s statement. “How so?” 
 
      
 
    “It had been taken over by a group of men who were keeping women prisoner there,” Harrison replied matter-of-factly. “They kidnapped both Amy and Maggie, so Len and I broke in to rescue them.” 
 
      
 
    “Where was this camp?” 
 
      
 
    “Just south of the Huron-Manistee National Forest.” 
 
      
 
    Upon Harrison’s explanation and location of the previous camp, the officials at each tower leaned into each other and began to whisper between them. Harrison remained standing in place, not moving an inch as he watched the two pairs converse, discussing the information that had just been shared. Harrison had to assume they were aware of the other camp, though he wasn’t sure how they would react to finding out it had been taken over and the government officials forced out.  
 
      
 
    “And what is your business here?” An official from the other guard tower eventually shouted down at Harrison, taking the lead in the conversation. “You don’t look like you are in need of aid.” 
 
      
 
    “We are not,” Harrison replied honestly, looking slightly over his shoulder at Len who stood behind him. Observing the slightest nod of the head from his friend, Harrison took it to assume the exchange was going well and continued. “We are heading in the direction of Toronto and wondered if you had any information about it? In return, we have knowledge of how other places have been affected that might interest you.”  
 
      
 
    “Very well,” the second official replied after a moment, considering Harrison’s suggestion and trade deal on information. “Please remove all your weapons. We will send someone down to open the gate.” 
 
      
 
    At that statement, one official from each of the guard towers disappeared from view, both the men who had spoken remaining in position. Harrison did as he was told and removed the Remington A3 from across his back, placing it and his rucksack on the ground before turning to face the rest of his group. He felt uncomfortable turning his back on the guard towers, but knew he had to act in a certain manner to make the officials believe that neither he nor anyone else in his group was a threat. Smiling at his companions, he encouraged them to copy him, removing their weapons and placing them on the ground by their feet. Harrison did the same with his Glock, though made no attempt to remove the hidden knife from his boot that would hopefully remain unnoticed.  
 
      
 
    “Just act natural,” Harrison spoke to Len and the others as they waited for the gate to be opened, keeping his voice low so the officials in the towers couldn’t hear him. “It seems like everything is in order here.” 
 
      
 
    Though he said it to everyone else, Harrison didn’t truly believe his statement. Now that he had interacted with a couple of people from the camp, his suspicions had increased slightly and he was more wary of making his way inside. They didn’t have a choice though, as the gates finally swung open and two men in uniform walked out, pistols unmistakably present at their waists. Hopefully they could get in, discover what information was available to them, and get out as quickly as possible. Harrison didn’t want to spend any more time than absolutely necessary in the camp.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going to have to pat you down for weapons,” one of the men—Harrison wasn’t certain whether he would call them soldiers—spoke. “Please hold your arms out to the side.” 
 
      
 
    Doing as he was told, Harrison held his breath slightly as the man patted him down, running his hands along the seams of his pants and T-shirt. As he reached his right boot, Harrison prepared an excuse about forgetting the knife was there, silently chastising himself for not removing it. To his surprise, the man didn’t notice, giving Harrison a polite nod and moving over to check Maggie. Hiding his sigh of relief, Harrison instead grew more suspicious of the camp, knowing that a proper soldier wouldn’t have missed the hidden knife in his boot.  
 
      
 
    “All good,” the man who had patted down Harrison nodded to his partner, Maggie and everyone else cleared of weapons. “Please could you follow me? You can leave the bikes and weapons outside for now.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Harrison replied with a smile, though he certainly didn’t feel happy or thankful about having to leave his weapons behind. Not wearing his Glock at his waist felt unfamiliar and unnatural; it had barely left his body since the very first sign of the solar crash happening back in Chicago. He knew he had to maintain an appearance though, willingly following the two men through the gates and into the camp while he tried to offer Amy and Maggie both reassuring looks. Walking into the camp had to be bringing back some bad memories of what had happened to them in the previous one. Perhaps everyone was now doubting stopping at the camp after all.  
 
      
 
    “You can wait in here,” one of the men spoke as he led them into a small tent, set up with a few camp beds, chairs, and closed trunks inside. “I’ll go and get the captain.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison nodded to the man, finding the choice of title for whoever was in command of the camp slightly strange. He had expected a general or at least a lieutenant of some description; “captain” didn’t quite seem to sit right. The man who had frisked them outside waited with their group, pulling out a chair for himself and making no attempt to communicate with any of them. Harrison was fine with that, perfectly happy to wait and speak to the captain when he appeared.  
 
      
 
    It only took two minutes for the man to return, accompanied by a woman in her mid-thirties. She was dressed in casual black pants and a white shirt, an insignia present on the breast panel. She was clearly the captain, though Harrison noticed straight away she was a member of the Air Force rather than the Army, USAF printed next to her last name: Watt.  
 
      
 
    “Captain.” Harrison offered her his hand to shake immediately, determined to make a good impression, get the information he came for and leave. “Thank you for your hospitality here, it’s good to see this place still under military control.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Watt replied, shaking Harrison’s hand firmly for a second. “My man said you’d come across one of our other camps. Please, could you explain a little more about what you found there?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrison nodded, “though the women might be better prepared to tell you. They were both kidnapped and imprisoned there.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Captain Watt pulled out a chair of her own, dismissing both the men from the tent with a shake of her wrist. “Please, go on.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison nodded to Maggie, who after a brief moment picked up the conversation and started telling her tale about the camp. She explained how she had been taken and what the men had made them do, the trips out to nearby towns to scavenge for any and all valuable items. Harrison was perfectly happy for Maggie to tell the story, though he stopped her short just as she was about to bring Amy and the others into her narrative.  
 
      
 
    “I was wondering, Captain,” he interrupted, warranting a turn of the head from both the talking women. “Whether you had any information of your own which you could trade for this? We’re more than happy to tell you everything we know, but in the interest of time, I actually had a question for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?”  
 
      
 
    “Canada,” Harrison continued, “or more specifically, Toronto. Do you know anything about the state of it? That’s where we’re trying to get to; that’s where my daughter is.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” the captain repeated slowly, “I’ve heard some things about how Toronto has reacted to all of this. Though if your daughter is there, I imagine it’ll be quite a struggle to find her. The city is certainly not what it used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Please,” Harrison urged, leaning forward in his chair slightly. “Tell me everything you know. I need all the information you can give.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Sitting on his hands as the captain finished speaking, Harrison made up his mind. They shouldn’t have come to the camp. Everything she had just told him about Toronto was the opposite of what he wanted to hear; it was information he’d rather not have known. Apparently, the city was completely destroyed, brought down by airplanes that had fallen to the ground. Annoyingly, it was a believable story—Harrison was surprised they hadn’t experienced more plane crashes on their journey so far. With over eighty-seven thousand flights crossing America every day, it was to be expected that planes had caused a lot of damage when the power went out.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry to be the one to have to tell you all this,” the captain was finishing her speech, the conversation between them all finally coming to a close. “But I’m afraid what family you had there is probably gone. For your safety, I think you should stay here. We can protect you in this camp and we could definitely use your knowledge of the outside world. What you’ve already told us has been very valuable.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Harrison forced himself to say, refusing to acknowledge on the mention of his family. His daughter. He had to believe Nina was alive. She was his daughter, after all—if anyone was prepared for this, it was her. “I’m afraid we can’t stay though; we need to see Toronto for ourselves.” 
 
      
 
    “Not even for the night?” Captain Watt questioned, “I’m sure you’re all tired. It would likely do you good to rest up for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “No, really,” Harrison started to argue back. “We’re fine. We need to get back on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Staying for the night won’t hurt,” Amy piped up to the side of Harrison, reluctant to leave the camp immediately now they had discovered it was safe. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that’s settled then,” the captain clapped her hands together once and stood up, ignoring the glare that Harrison shot to Amy. “I’ll have Douglas come collect you and show you around the camp. Back in just a minute!” 
 
      
 
    In a flurry of activity, Captain Watt was on her feet and out of the small tent, leaving the five of them behind in silence, waiting for someone to come and get them. Harrison rose from his seat as well, turning to look back at Amy, who sat between Maggie and James. Her face was a mask of innocence, but Harrison couldn’t resist questioning her. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you say that?” His tone was lined with annoyance, his feelings about staying in the camp clear to everyone. “We shouldn’t stay here any longer than we have to.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s only for the night,” Amy sighed in response, her patience growing thinner with every day that was spent on the road. “It’s safe here and I don’t want to drag James around on a motorcycle if we don’t have to. You heard what she said about Toronto. It doesn’t really sound like there’s very much left.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison opened his mouth to argue and then closed it, huffing out a long breath of air and pinching the top of his nose. He didn’t want to argue with Amy, but he had to make her understand his point. He had risked his own life to save her; why couldn’t she make even a small sacrifice for him? 
 
      
 
    “You already have your family back, Amy,” he spoke slowly, choosing his words as carefully as possible so to get his point across without offending the woman. The last thing that Harrison wanted to do was create any friction within their group, but he just didn’t feel comfortable about staying in the camp and he knew he was mostly right about those sorts of feelings. “Which probably wouldn’t have been possible without my help, might I add. I, however, am still without my daughter. I’ve come all the way from Chicago to find her and now that I’m so close, surely you can understand why I don’t want to waste another night sitting around? Plus, I don’t like this place. I don’t think it’s as safe as it might seem.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello!” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t get a chance to reply to Harrison, the appearance of a man in black cargo pants and a white T-shirt interrupting their conversation. The tent quickly fell into silence, Harrison immediately worrying that what he had just said about not liking the camp could have been heard.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Douglas,” the man continued, thankfully not picking up on the uncomfortable atmosphere in the tent. “But everyone calls me Doug. Welcome to Camp Flint. I doubt the captain gave you a proper greeting.”  
 
      
 
    At the end of his sentence, Doug laughed slightly, making a joke about the personality of the captain in some way. Harrison awkwardly smiled in response, not knowing what to say and not wanting to be the person to answer Doug. He wasn’t the type of man he would have ever interacted with in the past; he seemed so cheerful and enthusiastic, quite different from the captain and the men who had apprehended them at the gate. The more people they met within the camp, the more suspicious Harrison seemed to become.  
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Maggie was eventually the one to reply, stepping forward and shaking Doug’s hand. “Thank you for that proper greeting,” she smiled slightly at the joke, “it’s very nice to be here.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re more than welcome, miss,” Doug replied with a wide grin, showing off his pearly white teeth as he did so. “I didn’t quite catch your name though?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” Maggie blushed slightly, “I’m Maggie. And this is Amy and James, Len, and Harrison. It’s very nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    “And you, miss,” Doug nodded to each person in turn, looking back at Maggie again once he had finished. “If you’d all like to follow me, I’ll show you where you’ll be spending the night.” 
 
      
 
    “Will our things have been taken there?” Len questioned as they started to file out of the tent, asking the question before Harrison had a chance to. “We had to leave them outside when we arrived; will they have been brought in for us?” 
 
      
 
    “I would imagine so,” Doug nodded, “it won’t take long to find them though if not. Camp Flint is a safe place but it’s not very big,” he laughed. “There’s not a lot that goes on here that everyone isn’t aware of.” 
 
      
 
    “How many people are here?” Maggie asked quietly as she walked beside Doug, the two of them leading their group.  
 
      
 
    “Just short of a hundred, I would guess,” Doug replied, glancing around the camp as he did and bringing everyone’s attention to the people milling around. “Probably about twenty official founding staff and then the rest of us are civilians.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison processed all the information carefully as he walked. He was glad Maggie had asked how many people were in the camp, as the knowledge that only a small proportion of them were government or military in some way was interesting to him. Though he still couldn’t place his finger on it, there was definitely something about the camp that made Harrison feel uncomfortable. As they were escorted into the sleeping quarters, a tent that looked unmistakably like the one that he had rescued Amy from, that uncomfortable feeling intensified.  
 
      
 
    “Our things aren’t here,” Harrison remarked immediately, his quick glance around the tent assuring him that their rucksacks and weapons hadn’t been delivered to them. He wasn’t surprised about the weapons—though he would definitely be tracking them down—but he had expected their bags to have been brought in, at least.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, aren’t they?” Doug replied innocently, not slowing his pace as he led the group over to a row of empty beds, pointing out their place for the night. “I’ll go and ask about them for you right now. Why don’t you make yourselves comfortable, and I’ll be back in a second to show you around if you’d like?” 
 
      
 
    “That’d be lovely,” Maggie responded again with a smile, “thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Keeping his mouth shut until Doug was out of sight, Harrison scanned the rest of the tent they had been brought into. There were several other people inside, talking quietly amongst themselves in pairs or just simply sitting alone. One was reading a book, while another older lady seemed to be knitting something, a task that seemed utterly trivial to Harrison in times like this, but also didn’t warrant him wasting his breath to talk about. It was only once he was sure Doug could no longer hear them that he opened his mouth.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t like this.” The statement was directed to Len, though everyone else in the group could hear him too. “Something doesn’t seem right.” 
 
      
 
    “What, because the people are friendly?” Amy argued, her mind made up on the walk that she wanted to spend at least the night at the camp. She had to look after her son, and this seemed like a place where he could be safe. Perhaps for even longer than just the night. If Len was comfortable with it, Amy was happy to stay at the camp long-term. “I think it’s nice here. I think we need to give it a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Maggie replied reluctantly, refusing to make eye contact with Harrison as she spoke. “I think it’s nice too, much nicer than the other camp. I’m happy to stay here for a bit.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison sighed, rolling his eyes slightly at the two women. He knew he had to keep his frustrations under control; neither of them had the training or the skillset that he did. They didn’t know what they were looking for in order to determine whether Camp Flint was safe or not, but he did. No matter how comfortable the women felt there, he felt otherwise, and he wasn’t going to wait around for Doug to return to fill their day with more nonsense.  
 
      
 
    “You’re more than welcome to,” Harrison replied after a moment. “But my gut tells me we shouldn’t stay here and my gut is not often wrong. Len, what do you think?” 
 
      
 
    Len had known he’d be asked his opinion eventually. He had kept quiet since they arrived at the camp, carefully formulating his judgment from everything that he saw and heard. It wasn’t ideal that Amy and Harrison were already butting heads over the decision to stay or not. He knew Amy was only arguing things for the safety of James, but Len had watched his boy experience so much. He was confident James could handle himself out on the road and in other situations by now; he was immensely proud of what his son had become. Harrison’s argument, on the other hand, seemed to resonate more with Len. As the only person who hadn’t wanted to come to the camp in the first place, Len was more than happy not to stay very long either. After all the lessons Harrison had taught him, he too could feel that there was something wrong with the camp. Their welcoming had been strange, and ever since that, it felt like the people they interacted with had been carefully selected. Despite Doug’s cheery disposition and friendly attitude, Len didn’t trust him and he was sure Harrison was feeling the same way.  
 
      
 
    “I’m with Harrison,” he replied eventually, offering Amy an apologetic look. “I don’t think we should stay for long.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison grinned at Len’s statement, delighted that his friend had taken his side.  
 
      
 
    “But,” Len quickly continued, noticing the look on Harrison’s face and not wanting the old prepper to become too elated. “I think we might have to, for the night at least.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s face fell as expected, forced to wait for Len to continue and explain his thinking.  
 
      
 
    “We can’t go anywhere without our rucksacks at least, and I don’t like leaving my bow behind with these guys, either. I think we need to lay low for the rest of the day, try and get our stuff back, and then get out of here first thing in the morning. I know you want to get to Toronto now, Harrison, but we can’t do anything without our stuff. The motorcycles will need to be reclaimed too, and I have a feeling that won’t be an easy one.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Harrison nodded after a moment, “I think that makes sense.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Amy also replied, listening to her ex-husband’s rational explanation and somewhat reluctantly agreeing with him. “I can get on board with that.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Len nodded. “I think it makes sense. But the question is: what do we do next?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Sitting at the kitchen counter, Justin watched in silence as Aubrey and his son, Max, played together on the beach just outside of the house. The three of them were all still living in Amy’s home in South Haven, leading a relatively uninterrupted life since the day Len and Harrison had left them just over a week ago. Justin had only ever wanted to find a safe place for him and Max to live, and he was more than happy to have Aubrey as a part of their small family. The two children had bonded quite strongly during their time in South Haven; it was nice to see them acting so young and carefree, exactly how children their age should be.  
 
      
 
    It was up to Justin to shoulder the worries that their group had, though he hadn’t shared them with either of the children. They were rapidly running out of clean drinking water, even though Harrison had left them with a water purifier to use on the lake. In recent days, however, Justin hadn’t felt comfortable using it. The lake water was becoming less and less clean, slicks running along the top of it, reminding him of the oil spills he had seen on television. If there was a chance the water was so contaminated that even the purifiers wouldn’t work, Justin didn’t want to risk them putting it in their bodies.  
 
      
 
    Of course, that didn’t make life any easier for them. They had all scoured the houses on the street in the days following Len and Harrison’s departure. They had salvaged anything and everything that could be of use: food, water, weapons, equipment. Anything that Justin felt like he could find the tiniest use for, they had taken. He hadn’t been thrilled to spend a lot of time in the houses, and though they were all clearly deserted, it still made him feel uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    South Haven was well and truly a ghost town. They had been on journeys into the center of the town on two occasions, both to gather more supplies. On neither trip had they come across a single person, or even the tiniest indication of life. They hadn’t seen anything change in the entire time they had been there; it was like the whole town had been completely forgotten.  
 
      
 
    In some respects, Justin knew that was a good thing. They were safe from other people and didn’t have to deal with anyone trying to steal from them or putting them in danger. What had happened at the gas station still haunted Justin at night when he thought about it—he couldn’t believe he had been so reckless as to let Max just run off inside the shop, not even thinking about the possible dangers that could lie within. If anything had happened to Max that day, Justin knew he would have never been able to forgive himself. The poor boy had already lost his mother and brother since the solar crash. Justin was supposed to be protecting him from any further harm, not pushing him into it.  
 
      
 
    So, when he thought of that, Justin was glad they were the only people in South Haven. The children would be safe and he didn’t have to worry about the dangers that the human race brought with them. Aside from that though, it was very strange how little life was left in the town. He would’ve understood it had the majority of the place crumbled to the ground, but it was only the very center that was destroyed. In the outskirts of town, and particularly beside the lake, the houses remained intact and the neighborhoods all but untouched. Something must have caused the people to leave, but whatever that was remained a mystery to Justin. A mystery that didn’t bring him much comfort.  
 
      
 
    “Look, Dad!” Justin blinked the haze from his mind, focusing his eyes on the two children that now stood in front of him, their feet sandy from their run up the beach. “Look what we found.” 
 
      
 
    To Justin’s surprise, there in his son’s outstretched hand was a Colt M1911 semi-automatic pistol, the weapon slightly damp and covered in sand as it had just been plucked from the beach. Without wasting a second, Justin snatched it from Max’s hand, placing it on the kitchen counter and aiming it away from the three of them.  
 
      
 
    “Where did you get that?”  
 
      
 
    “It was just off shore,” Max shrugged, unaffected by the weapon he had just brought into the house. “It got stuck amongst some rocks a few feet from the beach so I used a big stick to bring it closer to shore then Aubrey grabbed it.” 
 
      
 
    Justin looked from his son to Aubrey, her charming young face smiling and nodding as Max explained what had happened. The pair of them looked extremely proud of their discovery, but Justin didn’t like what this could mean.  
 
      
 
    “Can you show me where?” Justin asked as he started walking out of the kitchen and through the double doors to the patio, leaving the pistol on the kitchen counter behind him. Max and Aubrey both enthusiastically led him to where they had been playing out by the lake, pointing out to the small rock pool where they had first seen the weapon.  
 
      
 
    Justin surveyed the area carefully. Though he was certain the gun had been washed up from somewhere far away, he didn’t want to take any chances. He couldn’t forget that Max and Aubrey were both under his care, and after the incident at the gas station he knew he needed to approach every tiny problem with extreme caution. Squinting his eyes as he looked out over the lake, Justin was able to make out a few other objects floating on the water, though they were too far away and the sun reflected too heavily for him to determine what they were.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, guys,” Justin spoke with a shake of his head, looking away from the lake and down at the two children. “Let’s play inside for the rest of today, okay? You can come back out here tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw, Dad,” Max whined, disappointed by his father’s response. “That’s not fair.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Aubrey joined in. “Why do we have to go inside?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s just to be safe,” Justin spoke seriously as he placed his hands on each of their backs, guiding both the children back towards the house. “And it’s only one afternoon. Just do this for me, please.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Aubrey eventually caved, as they were almost back to the house, earning a sigh from Max who was less enthusiastic to follow his father’s orders. Once they were all back in the kitchen and Justin had pulled the patio doors closed, Max and Aubrey both very quickly lost their resolve for disappointment. “Let’s go play upstairs, Max.” Aubrey suggested, taking the young boy’s hand and dragging him out of the kitchen. Justin watched them go for a second, the relationship between Aubrey and his son always putting a smile on his face. Then, once they were up the stairs and out of sight, he turned back to the pistol on the table and exhaled deeply.  
 
      
 
    This hadn’t been a problem he’d expected to encounter, though it wasn’t something Justin felt completely unprepared for. It wasn’t the weapon itself that worried him; he had taken a couple of guns from neighboring houses himself during their scavenges, it making sense for them to have some sort of protection. He’d found a Beretta M9 service pistol first, on the dead body of a policeman who had sadly shot himself in the head. It was a scene Justin hadn’t been expecting to find and he’d struggled to stop Aubrey and Max from encountering it before it was too late. Later that same day, Justin had also come across a very old Thompson/Center muzzleloader, an old hunting rifle that had to date back almost to the 1800s. Justin wasn’t sure if the latter would even work anymore, but he’d taken it with him anyway, removing it from the glass casing where it hung above a fireplace.  
 
      
 
    As a result, he was perfectly happy to have the Colt M1911 in the house with him, and providing it hadn’t been too badly damaged from floating in the lake it would probably still work. Plus, it was a much more reliable weapon than the muzzleloader. What worried him was where it had come from. Picking up the semi-automatic and shoving it into the waistband of the pants he wore, Justin moved out of the kitchen and into the front room, where he pulled open a drawer and dug out a pair of binoculars he had also scavenged.  
 
      
 
    Making his way back to the kitchen, Justin positioned himself in front of the now-closed patio doors and placed the binoculars over his eyes. As slowly as he could—though his hands shook slightly—Justin scanned Lake Michigan in front of him, searching for the few floating objects he had noticed earlier. With the waves that the lake carried, it was difficult to keep track of the objects at first, let alone figure out what they were. Eventually, Justin got the hang of things and started to piece together the equipment that the lake was slowly carrying in his direction.  
 
      
 
    What he saw though didn’t really make sense to him. Making their way across the lake were wooden crates and plastic bags, kept afloat by buoyancy aids. It looked planned out and tactical, like people had intentionally placed the items in the water, relying on the current to carry them over to South Haven. Furrowing his brow, an idea popped into Justin’s head and he moved out of the kitchen, making his way upstairs to what had been James’s bedroom.  
 
      
 
    “You two all right?” He asked as he smiled at Max and Aubrey, both of them playing on the bedroom floor with James’s old toys.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Max nodded. “What’re you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “I just want to borrow this for a second,” Justin replied, picking up the large telescope that was positioned in the window. It was designed to look at the night sky, searching for planets in the vast solar system and beyond. Justin figured if it could do that, it could certainly be focused over the lake, hopefully providing him with more insight as to what was happening on the other side.  
 
      
 
    “Why do you need that?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I just want to look at a few things out the back,” Justin shrugged, not wanting to tell the children what he was afraid of. “Don’t you worry about it. I’ll give you a shout when I’ve got dinner ready, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Max replied with a smile, perfectly happy to leave his dad be and get back to the game he and Aubrey were playing. Justin was glad to avoid any confrontation, hauling the telescope back downstairs with only minor difficulties. Once he was back in the kitchen, he tugged open the patio doors and set the contraption up outside, fiddling around for several minutes before he figured out the zoom and magnification system.  
 
      
 
    With the telescope finally set up and pointing in the right direction, Justin positioned himself above it and slowly leaned down to peer through the eyepiece. What he saw on the other side of the lake filled him with dread. Groups of people were gathered around the shoreline, organizing themselves into small rowboats, their bodies adorned with weapons like they were heading out to war. Each of them wore similar clothing: black or camouflage patterns, heavy boots, and occasionally military-style jackets. What skin was on show was covered with tattoos and the vast majority had their hair shaved very close to their heads. They looked like a gang, and not a very welcoming one at that. Making sure he gathered every detail possible, Justin began to become more and more frightened of what was about to happen.  
 
      
 
    The Latin Kings. Harrison and Len had warned him about the gang they had encountered before they left, preparing him just in case they reappeared. Now it looked like they were doing just that, and Justin could guess exactly why. South Haven was deserted, but it was still relatively intact. It was the perfect place to set up in and take control of, an empty town that was at the mercy of whoever chose to claim it.  
 
      
 
    Except it wasn’t empty. Justin, Max, and Aubrey had made it their home and now someone was threatening to take it. Squaring his shoulders, Justin knew he had a decision to make. He had to protect the children. What he couldn’t decide was exactly how to do that. Fight or flight kicked in and he knew he had to choose. And fast.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Walking casually through Camp Flint, Len and Harrison mentally took note of everything around them. The camp was set up in a very similar way to the one where Amy and Maggie had been held; how it differed was the people within. Groups were mingling harmlessly in corners or around the scattered pieces of furniture that had been brought into the camp. It looked like several yards had been raided, mismatched tables and chairs arranged to make the area seem more homey.  
 
      
 
    Len and Harrison counted each group of people in their heads, both trying to keep track of how many civilians were in the camp compared to officials. Harrison was still concerned about this number, suspecting that some of the information Captain Watt and Doug had shared with them could be fabricated. He wasn’t willing to trust anything within the camp and regretted more than ever that they had come there. Len had been right all along; their group would’ve been better off sticking on the road to Toronto.  
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” Len muttered under his breath, nodding his head in the direction of one of the tents, where two men in uniform stood idly outside it.  
 
      
 
    Harrison nodded in response; it was the only tent they hadn’t yet checked out and therefore it made sense to be the home of their belongings. Striding toward it, the two men prepared themselves for an altercation at the entrance.  
 
      
 
    “Afternoon,” one of the men in uniform nodded at them, Harrison recognizing him as one of the lookouts from the guard towers. “Found your way around all right, I see.” 
 
      
 
    “We have,” Harrison replied slowly, uncertain how to judge the atmosphere between them and the guards. “Our belongings haven’t, though. You wouldn’t happen to know where they are, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” the guard scratched his chin in a sort of mock-pondering expression. “What belongings would they be?” 
 
      
 
    “Our bags,” Harrison spoke firmly. “Our weapons. Oh, and we’d quite like the motorcycles back as well, since we won’t be staying here long.” 
 
      
 
    “You won’t?” The second guard questioned with a smile. “That is a shame, isn’t it?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed,” the first agreed. “Where are you planning on going?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure that’s any of your business,” Harrison retorted, his patience for the two men growing thin. “But if you must know, we’re heading to Canada. So we will need the bikes to get there.” 
 
      
 
    “Canada, eh?” The second guard laughed, impersonating a terrible Canadian accent and slapping his partner on the back as he tried to gain kudos for his joke. “Not sure why you’d want to go there.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we do,” Harrison replied, his tone of voice growing more and more irritated with every exchange. “So, if you could point us in the direction of our stuff, please, we’ll be able to get out of your way.” 
 
      
 
    “I wish we could,” the lead guard took over the conversation again, “but I’m afraid we haven’t seen your bags since we let you in. Perhaps you should check over by the gate?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve done that,” Harrison lied. “Perhaps we could check inside here?” 
 
      
 
    “No can do, I’m afraid. Authorized personnel only—someone’s got to try and keep this country running.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s you, is it?” It was now Harrison’s turn to laugh, rolling his eyes at the statement and shaking his head. “I wish our country luck in that case.” 
 
      
 
    Without sparing another second entertaining the two guards, Harrison turned on his heel and walked away from the tent, Len following just behind. He strode a fair distance away, making a beeline for one of the perimeter fences, which he finally came to a stop at. The pair of them were out of earshot of the two guards, though they could still see them clearly. Harrison sneered at them standing there, his face contorted into a semi-permanent frown.  
 
      
 
    “So?” Len asked under his breath as Harrison finally looked away from the guards. “I guess it’s pretty obvious that’s where our stuff is. Do you think the bikes are in there as well?” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Harrison nodded, “and I don’t think they’re going to be giving us them back.” 
 
      
 
    “What should we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Talk to Captain Watt first, I think,” Harrison decided. “See if she can be any more helpful than those two buffoons. If not, then we’ll have to take matters into our own hands. We’ve done it before; I don’t see it being a problem here.” 
 
      
 
    Following Harrison once more as the prepper turned and started walking away, Len started to feel increasingly uneasy about what his friend was suggesting. They definitely shouldn’t have entered Camp Flint. While he understood Harrison’s need for information on Canada, they had managed well enough by themselves without information for several weeks by now. He had faith that they could’ve made it to Toronto and dealt with the state of it once they arrived. Sadly, that was no longer an option.  
 
      
 
    Walking through the camp back toward the tent where Amy, Maggie, and James were waiting, Len shook his head silently to himself. His belief that they could’ve made it to Toronto themselves wasn’t the only reason he felt uncomfortable in the camp; the safety of his family weighed heavily on his shoulders as well.  
 
      
 
    Looking around, Len tried to push the feelings of animosity he had toward the camp to the back of his head and gather a more level-minded view of the place. There were several families dotted around, and none of them looked like they were in danger or being held against their will. Children were playing and laughing with each other or with their parents, and the individuals who watched did so with  smiles on their faces, not looks of discontent or hostility. Perhaps they were just being cautious with their group because they were newcomers; it made sense when Len thought about it. He’d be more surprised if the people who lived there didn’t feel protective over what they had made their home.  
 
      
 
    He understood, therefore, that it was natural for Amy to feel safe at Camp Flint. It resembled how life had been before the solar crash, with order, a regime and people in charge. But after everything they had been through, Len knew the world wouldn’t return to that structure for many months, perhaps even years. He had accepted it and he had to make Amy see it, too. Their family was the most important thing and it was the only thing they could truly rely on.  
 
      
 
    Pushing open the tent entrance after Harrison, Len vowed to have that very conversation with his ex-wife sooner rather than later. They needed to be a united front and even more than that, they needed to be able to trust one another. It was yet another confusing roadblock in Len’s journey to figuring out his feelings for Amy. Every day they seemed to change, the logic and morals he used to be able to depend upon just another thing that had changed with the sun.  
 
      
 
    “What the…?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice came from beside Len; the old prepper had stopped just a few feet inside the tent, staring at the rest of their party. Len looked up at them, his eyes previously focused on the ground as he walked and thought about his future. Taking in the sight of his family and Maggie, Len let out a small gasp. Their possessions had been returned—the rucksacks, at least—Amy and Maggie were unpacking items and arranging them around their new beds.  
 
      
 
    “Where did this come from?” Harrison asked as he walked toward the group, his raised voice attracting the attention of a few other people.  
 
      
 
    “Doug brought it,” Amy replied in a quieter voice, waiting until both Harrison and Len were close enough so she didn’t need to draw any further attention to their group. “He came by about ten minutes after you left.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the rest of it?” Harrison immediately replied, the lack of his Remington A3, his Glock pistol, Len’s bow, and the various other weapons they had carried not escaping his attention.  
 
      
 
    “This was all he brought,” Amy answered after a second, looking slightly puzzled by Harrison’s question. Clearly the lack of weapons hadn’t registered with her.  
 
      
 
    “All of our weapons,” Len spoke up in a concerned voice. “Do you think they’re trying to keep them?” 
 
      
 
    “They must be,” Harrison confirmed, picking up his rucksack and swiftly patting it down. “I think they’ve been through our bags as well. This definitely doesn’t feel as full as it used to.” 
 
      
 
    “They might have just taken out the food and water?” Maggie offered, sensing a slightly uncomfortable atmosphere arising amongst the group. “If we’re staying here, those sorts of supplies should be shared out with everybody, I guess?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not staying here,” Harrison immediately snapped back, causing Maggie to shrink down slightly, startled by the venom in Harrison’s tone.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” she replied quietly, “it was just a thought.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison sighed deeply and ran a hand through his hair. He needed a minute to think. He hadn’t meant to lash out at Maggie like that, but stress of their situation was getting to him. He didn’t like the way things were going in Camp Flint at all, and each new discovery only made him feel more and more out of control. It was a feeling that Harrison had resented from a young age, one he would never choose to experience.  
 
      
 
    “It’s all right, Maggie,” Len spoke in response to the woman, offering Harrison a look that only the two of them would understand. They were on the same page, but Harrison had to resort to Len here—the former businessman was the one who had the people skills to convince the women they were in danger. Harrison was all action and no words. Even after what he had learned from Len, he was still the man who had lived underground in solitude for a large number of years.   
 
      
 
    “Harrison didn’t mean it like that,” Len continued. “But I do agree with him, I’m not sure whether we should stay here.” Pausing for a moment, Len gathered their group closer around him, lowering his voice even further to be sure that no one else could hear what he was about to say. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to say that this place doesn’t feel right, but Harrison and I just went and asked for our stuff and they refused to give it to us. They wouldn’t even take us seriously. Now they’ve given back our bags but not our weapons? That’s just strange, especially without an explanation.” 
 
      
 
    “It sort of makes sense though,” Amy argued back. “They can’t just let people walk around with weapons, not when there are so many people here. There are children around too, remember. It just wouldn’t be safe.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand that,” Len nodded to Amy, “but don’t you think more of it seems a little strange? This place might be a good stop if we didn’t have anywhere else in mind, but after thinking about it, I think it makes sense to keep going. We’re not really going to gain anything from staying the night here.” 
 
      
 
    “Have you actually asked to leave?” Maggie questioned, her voice small and her eyes fixated on Len’s chest, nervous to look him or anyone else in the eye in case she was shouted at again. 
 
      
 
    “Well, no,” Len shook his head, “but I think we should.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Harrison offered, his voice much calmer than before as he still felt bad about the way he had spoken to Maggie. “In fact, I think I’ll go and do that right now.” 
 
      
 
    Striding away from the group without waiting for a response, Harrison exited the tent and walked straight toward Captain Watt. It was a piece of good luck that he spotted her immediately, talking to a couple of men in civilian clothing, though Harrison couldn’t be sure if their clothes necessarily detailed their position. The captain noticed him walking toward her with purpose, dismissing the two men before Harrison arrived and standing with her hands on her hips, waiting for him to speak.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality here, Captain Watt,” Harrison started, reminding himself to keep his cool and not offend the captain in any way. If they could simply leave as innocently as they arrived, that was the best way to evade Camp Flint. “But after talking with the rest of my group, we’ve decided we want to leave right away. The journey to Toronto shouldn’t be delayed any longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Captain Watt raised her eyebrows, looking Harrison up and down slightly as he stood in front of her. “That’s not the impression I got earlier today. You’ve all decided you want to leave, have you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Harrison replied firmly, not liking what the captain was insinuating, even if it might technically be accurate. “And we’d like our things back. All of them. The weapons and the motorcycles will be necessary for us to complete the trip to Canada.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been informed your possessions have been returned to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Just our bags,” Harrison huffed, “and even then, I think some items have been taken from them. We’d like everything back please, and then we’ll get out of your hair. I’m sure you have enough going on here to deal with without five more people to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” Captain Watt clicked her tongue a couple of times, thinking over what Harrison had just told her. The old prepper found it difficult to read the woman, something he didn’t like. He couldn’t tell whether she had prior knowledge of what he’d just shared with her or not; as the leader of Camp Flint he had to assume she did, but her expression had seemed genuinely surprised by Harrison’s revelation of missing things.  
 
      
 
    “We spoke to a couple of your men earlier,” Harrison continued, trying to further reason with the woman and get to the bottom of what was happening. “They refused to disclose any information regarding the whereabouts of our possessions and acted in a very immature manner about the whole situation.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I am sorry about that,” Captain Watt shook her head. “These men have been cooped up in here for a while now. Sometimes they don’t react in the best way to newcomers.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison nodded in response, still trying to figure out which angle the captain was playing. Was she genuine, or just an incredibly good actor? It irritated Harrison that he couldn’t figure it out and felt reluctant to share any more information with her until he could.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll look into where the rest of your things are,” Captain Watt offered politely. “And if you want to leave the camp, you have every right to. We won’t try and keep you here, though I do have to encourage you again to rest up at least for the night. I’m sure you know just as well as I do how dangerous the world can now be if you’re caught off guard.” 
 
      
 
    “I do,” Harrison nodded, “but that won’t be necessary. If you could just locate our things, we’ll get on our way. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Keeping his eyes on the woman, Harrison judged her reaction to his statement, still searching for a crack in her character. Captain Watt gave away nothing though, merely flashing Harrison a smile and walking away, leaving him forced to trust that she would follow through on her promise about their possessions. Harrison didn’t know how to act. He didn’t feel like he’d been successful in what he’d set out to do, but he didn’t feel like he’d failed either. Keeping one eye on the captain, he resigned to just wait and see what happened. Either she would stay true to her words, or Harrison would be forced to take matters into his own hands. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Harrison was starting to get increasingly agitated by the situation. The five of them had sat in their bunks ever since he spoke to Captain Watt, waiting for a sign of what was going to happen. He and Len had exchanged a few brief words about the camp following that, and Len had helped Harrison calm down slightly in regards to his assumptions about the place, but he still didn’t feel completely comfortable. Even if—as Len suggested—there wasn’t anything untoward going on at the camp—which as Harrison mulled it over in his head, he slowly started to agree with—he still wanted to get going. Despite everything Camp Flint might have going for it, it still lacked the one thing he truly wanted: his daughter.  
 
      
 
    “I think people are going out for food,” Amy spoke up quietly, commenting on what they were all witnessing as more and more people left the tent they were in. Each was heading outside carrying a bowl or plate of some description. “Do you think we should join them?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe,” Len replied after a long pause, no one sure how to answer Amy’s question. They were all thinking the same thing, though the atmosphere within the group wasn’t the same as it had been. “Suppose we might be able to get some answers?” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Harrison nodded, pushing himself up from the bed where he sat. “Let’s go and see what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    With Harrison’s approval, everyone steadily rose to their feet and starting rummaging around in bags for something to eat from. Going through his own, Harrison was unsurprised to discover certain things had been taken. Not only food and water like they had suspected earlier, but two of his knives and some spare ammo was also missing. Curling his lip in anger, Harrison did his best to stay quiet about it. He wanted to believe Len about Camp Flint only taking precautions, and to do so he knew he had to keep his feelings to himself. They would just be a couple more items to add to the long list of possessions he was expecting back from the captain, provided she followed through on her word.  
 
      
 
    “What food is there going to be?” James asked as they filed out of the tent, following the stream of people in one specific direction. A large pot was cooking over an open fire, a man and woman standing beside it scooping out ladles of dinner onto people’s plates.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Amy replied, “but we’re about to find out. Are you hungry?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded enthusiastically, and while the rest of the group couldn’t display as much eagerness, none could deny the hunger inside them. They hadn’t had a proper meal all day and despite not really doing much traveling, their bodies were still weak from everything they had been through.  
 
      
 
    Joining the back of the line of people waiting to be served, Harrison positioned himself at the back of their group and started scanning the crowds. He spotted the two men in uniform whom he and Len had spoken to earlier immediately. They were laughing around and making jokes with several others like them, none of them bothered by trying to maintain order or keeping an eye on the camp. Not that there was anything that needed upholding; everyone who waited for food did so in an orderly manner. There was no pushing or shoving, no one complaining that they hadn’t gotten their fair share. Harrison was still unsure exactly what Camp Flint was, but he couldn’t deny it was being kept in very good order.  
 
      
 
    “Bowl, please.” 
 
      
 
    Before he realized it, Harrison was at the front of the queue, handing over his bowl to a young woman who generously dropped in a spoonful of food. Harrison smiled in response and turned away, following Len and the others over to a quiet corner of the camp. Looking down in his bowl, he wasn’t certain what he had been presented with. There was some sort of meat and potatoes, accompanied by a few vegetables that would struggle to call themselves green anymore. It didn’t look half bad though, and with his first mouthful, Harrison was glad they had ventured out to eat.  
 
      
 
    “Now what?” Len questioned between mouthfuls, aware Harrison was surely still scoping out the camp and trying to decide their next move. “Do you see Captain Watt?” 
 
      
 
    “Present and accounted for.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison nearly dropped his bowl when the woman’s voice rang out in his ear, turning to find the captain standing behind him, two men in uniform flanking her on either side. A satisfied smile was etched across her face, her eyebrows raised slightly as she enjoyed the startled reaction she had caused.  
 
      
 
    “Apologies if I scared you, gentlemen,” she teased lightly. “I believe you were looking for me?” 
 
      
 
    “Captain,” Harrison nodded in greeting. “Yes, I was wondering if you had any update on our conversation from earlier. Have you been able to locate our things?” 
 
      
 
    “I have,” Captain Watt confirmed, giving away no emotion or feeling with her expression. “Would you still like to leave?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Harrison nodded again. “We would.” 
 
      
 
    “Even at this hour?” The captain cast her gaze over to Amy and Maggie, the women standing on either side of James. Len was on Harrison’s side, but it was clear the women of their group had reservations about leaving Camp Flint, especially now that it was getting dark.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy spoke up, “even at this hour.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison was shocked to hear the response from Amy, aware she had been the greatest advocate for staying in the camp. Perhaps Len had persuaded her somehow, sharing his insight with her just like he had with Harrison. Whatever it was that had changed her mind, Harrison was pleased. He offered Amy a slight smile, silently thanking her for not fighting him on things any longer.  
 
      
 
    “Very well,” Captain Watt replied, though Harrison thought he noted a hint of disappointment in her voice. “I said I wouldn’t keep you here, and if you really want to leave, I won’t stand in your way. If you want to follow me, I’ll take you to your things.” 
 
      
 
    Solemnly and silently, all five of them filed in behind Captain Watt and the two men and allowed them to lead them toward one of the tents. Harrison and Len both recognized it immediately as the one that had been guarded earlier that day; the one they hadn’t been allowed access to.  
 
      
 
    “If you could just wait here,” the captain spoke as they reached the entrance, “we’ll bring out your things.” 
 
      
 
    Disappearing inside with one of the other men, there was nothing for anyone else to do but wait. Harrison couldn’t shake the feeling they were walking into some kind of trap. Everything seemed too easy but also immensely difficult at the same time. It didn’t really make sense what was happening in the camp and neither did the people within it. Captain Watt was impossible to read, her actions and words both equally confusing.  
 
      
 
    “Um, guys,” Maggie’s voice broke the silence in the group as they waited for the captain to reappear, turning everyone’s heads in her direction. “I don’t think I want to leave the camp.” 
 
      
 
    “Maggie,” Len was the first to respond, stepping forward and placing a hand on the woman’s right shoulder. “We talked about this, remember?” Len started trying to reason with her, lowering his voice so the remaining man outside couldn’t hear him as well. “I think you’ll be safer if you come with us.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I’m sorry Len,” Maggie shook her head, taking a slight step backwards so his hand fell from her shoulder. “But I don’t mind it here, and there’s nothing for me in Canada. I hope you guys find what you’re looking for, I really do. But I don’t think I’ll be there to find it with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Maggie?” Amy asked her friend in a quiet voice, though the man in uniform had clearly already overheard their conversation. “Are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been on my own for a while now.” Maggie’s mouth stretched out into a sad smile, her mind taking her back to a time before the solar crash, a distant memory of safety that felt so surreal now. “You don’t need to worry about me.” 
 
      
 
    Locking eyes with Maggie, Harrison didn’t know what to say to her. He felt an overwhelming desire to protect the woman and bring her with them to Toronto, but he knew he couldn’t force her. Maggie was entitled to make her own decision and while Harrison would’ve enjoyed her company, he knew he had to respect her wishes. And deep down, Harrison knew she would likely be safe in Camp Flint. for all his internal derogation of the place, it didn’t seem quite so bad after all.  
 
      
 
    When Captain Watt reappeared—to everyone’s surprise, wheeling out one of the motorcycles with Len’s bow and arrows slung over her shoulder—the mood outside wasn’t what was expected.  
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’ll only be needing two of the bikes,” Harrison spoke after a short silence. “Maggie has decided to stay behind.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh.” Captain Watt sounded pleasantly surprised. “Just you, Maggie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Maggie nodded, looking at the captain rather than anyone else. “Just me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, we’ll be happy to have you. We can get you set up tomorrow as a permanent member of Camp Flint, and all the official duties can wait until the morning.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Pushing his motorcycle toward the camp entrance, Harrison struggled to fight the urge to look back over his shoulder. He hated leaving Maggie. It felt more difficult than he had thought it would—he’d barely known the woman for more than a few days and yet, in some sense, he felt like he was abandoning her. It was a feeling that brought up so many memories for him, most of all about his daughter. He had abandoned her once before and now seeing Maggie stay behind, they all came flooding back.   
 
      
 
    It made some difference to him that Captain Watt had returned their things; the fact that they had been taken in the first place and led on a wild goose chase around the camp to get them back lay like less of a warning sign across his mind now. She had been doing her duty to the camp; eventually Harrison had come to understand that, even if he still thought she could’ve gone about it in a slightly better way.  
 
      
 
    He just prayed that leaving Maggie wouldn’t become one of those things he would grow to regret. But Nina was so close now. He couldn’t waste any more time away from her; years of his life had already passed like that. Finally, he was going to be a proper father, and that had to be his priority. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want James to ride with me again?” 
 
      
 
    Upon hearing the question, Len glanced awkwardly at Amy. He remembered how much he had desperately wanted to ride away from the first camp with her, to feel her arms wrapped around his body. That feeling was still there now, but something was different. His feelings for Amy changed more frequently than he ate now, and it was them rather than food that left his stomach in knots. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” Amy answered for Len, “if that’s all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrison smiled. “I’ll be happy to take the little guy for a spin. Hop on, James.” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for any further instruction, James climbed up onto Harrison’s motorcycle and regained his natural position. That left Len and Amy standing on either side of the bike that Len pushed, no option but to travel the next part of their journey together. Len wasn’t certain how long it would last—darkness was quickly falling around them and it would be too risky to ride in the dark. The option of headlights would give their position away too easily as well. Even though people were in short supply, they didn’t want to make themselves any more of a target than they already would be. 
 
      
 
    “You can drive,” Amy said bashfully, gesturing to Len to straddle the bike first. “I don’t really feel up to it right now.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len smiled in response, swinging one leg over the bike and taking his seat. It was more awkward with two people on the vehicle; Amy had to carry much more on her back, making the weight seem slightly uneven. She had managed it with Maggie before though; Len was sure once they got going things would be fine. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” Len asked just loud enough over the roar of both his engine and Harrison’s, the prepper putting his bike into gear and getting ready to drive away. Due to the noise, it was impossible to hear Amy’s response, but Len felt her arms tighten around his waist and the faint motion of her head nodding against his back. It sent a shiver down his spine to have her so close to him, but he knew it wasn’t the time for those sorts of thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Flicking back the kickstand with his foot and squeezing the throttle, Len let the engine build up strength beneath him before he finally released the brake and rushed forward. Amy’s grip tightened even further around him immediately and he relished the feeling, pushing the bike harder as they sped away from Camp Flint and finally in the direction of Toronto. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “Are we stopping here for the night?” 
 
      
 
    Taking another swig from his canteen, Harrison mused over Amy’s question. James was asleep in front of him on the bike, though how the young boy had managed to fall asleep was a mystery to all three adults. It was almost pitch-black outside now, but Harrison was fairly insistent on going for a little longer. Their journey in daylight would be much more dangerous as they drew closer to Detroit, and Harrison wanted to do as much of the journey as possible in secret.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe ride for another hour, if that’s okay with both of you? I want to get as close to Detroit as we can before we have to stop.” 
 
      
 
    “Won’t it be more dangerous when it’s dark?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Harrison shook his head at Amy’s question. “At least I hope not. I’m thinking we might be able to avoid detection better this way.” 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Len replied with a nod. “I’m up for it if you are, Amy.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Amy eventually succumbed. “Let’s get going, then. No point discussing it any longer.” 
 
      
 
    Climbing back onto his motorcycle, Len waited for Amy to get comfortable behind him before he switched the engine back on. He flinched slightly at the noise, looking over at his sleeping son and letting out a sigh of relief when James didn’t wake up. The young boy needed rest and Len wanted to give as much of it as possible to him.  
 
      
 
    Rolling forward, the pair of bikes picked up speed much slower than usual. The road was only illuminated by the moon, all of them thankful for the minimal cloud coverage in the sky. Despite it being dark, it was still as hot as ever. One key benefit of the motorcycles—aside from their increased traveling speed—was the pleasant breeze they created. Wind rushed past Len’s body as he rode, keeping him from overheating in the almost-tropical climate.  
 
      
 
    He could only guess at what the time was, but Len figured it had to be almost the early hours of the morning. Since the solar crash, his body had quickly adapted to functioning on little sustenance. Food was much scarcer and the meals much less filling, and combined with a few snatched hours of sleep every night, his body was running on a very different energy than before. His lifestyle of countless coffees, takeaway street food, and greasy fry-ups was long in the past; Len could barely even remember the taste of a cooked breakfast, let alone one accompanied by a freshly brewed mug of coffee. Those were little luxuries he’d taken for granted so easily before everything happened, but now, he was surprised how little he missed them. 
 
      
 
    Len had very quickly come to learn what was truly important to him. It wasn’t a full stomach, fresh bedding, or a traffic-free intersection. Whether his favorite television show had been cancelled or not didn’t bother him, and the irritation of waiting in line for something couldn’t be further from his mind. What mattered was the safety of his family. His loved ones. Amy. James. And even, to some extent, Harrison.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take much longer riding for Len to start to realize what Harrison had been referring to. Burnt-out shells of cars started to line the roads, just recognizable in the dim lighting. What was most harrowing about them was that they looked somewhat different from wrecks they had seen in the past. It was almost like they had been destroyed on purpose, as a result of human vandalism rather than natural causes. The closer they got to the outskirts of Detroit, the more obvious this destruction became and the less comfortable Len felt. Every building they passed had been broken into and, in some cases, half-burnt to the ground. Roughly forty-five minutes later when Harrison pulled over, Len was eager to get off the road and into somewhere hidden for the night. 
 
      
 
    “This is crazy,” Amy whispered as she dismounted the bike she and Len shared, walking toward Harrison so she could ease James off of his bike. “Where are we going to stay?” 
 
      
 
    “Set up our tents in that tree line over there,” Harrison pointed, stretching and cracking his back once James was out of the way. “Let’s wheel the bikes toward it; I don’t want to damage them on the uneven ground.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Len followed Harrison’s instructions as usual and started pushing his motorcycle toward the trees. The ground was littered with not only broken branches and uneven holes, but scraps of metal as well. It was a strange combination of the natural and unnatural, a sure sign of human interference everywhere they went. This area was much worse than many others they had traveled through, though—the closer they moved to Detroit, the more nervous each of them became.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t take long for them to get the tents set up. Despite how tired everyone was, there was a haste to get to sleep so they could evacuate the area as soon as possible that lent their actions speed. Once the tents were erected, Len and Harrison pushed the bikes farther away, hiding them slightly under some broken branches and leaves. They were by no means invisible, but it made them both feel better nonetheless.  
 
      
 
    By the time they returned, Amy and James were tucked up beside one another in one of the tents, leaving the other for Len and Harrison. Too tired to even question it, both men struggled out of their boots and climbed into their sleeping bags, asleep almost before they hit the ground.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Waking to the sound of Len and Harrison leaving their tent beside her, Amy allowed a few more peaceful moments to herself before she peeled her eyes open and looked around the tent where she’d slept. James was still snoring beside her, his angelic little face so innocent and peaceful. She imagined that if someone were to capture the image of the two of them lying beside each other, it could easily be passed off as a camping trip. It was never an idea that she had been fond of, but as it graced her mind now, it forced a smile across her face. If James was happy, then so was she. The moment was only tarnished by the knowledge that neither of them was truly safe and they would have to leave the comfort of the tent and continue their journey toward Canada in a matter of moments.  
 
      
 
    During their journey so far, Amy had changed her mind a couple of hundred times about what to do and never once come to a complete decision. She needed to keep James safe, that was her one and only goal, but how to do so remained a mystery to her. Deep down, she knew that going to Toronto was extremely dangerous. She had no idea what the city would be like, their assumptions formulated from the rumors they’d heard in Camp Flint. Plus the fact that they had to travel around Detroit made the journey even worse. If she had any other choice, she was certain she would not be doing it.  
 
      
 
    But that was the problem. No matter how many places they passed through that Amy believed might be safe, they still hadn’t found anywhere. The country club, the cabin in the woods, the lake house. Each had seemed like a sanctuary at one time and a nightmare the next. As much as she hated to admit it, the only semblance of safety that their group had came through the support and guidance of Harrison. 
 
      
 
    It was Harrison who had kept Len safe as they exited Chicago. It was he who had navigated him along the path to South Haven, and then again to the lake house. From the stories Len had told her, he would likely be dead several times over if it wasn’t for the direction of Harrison. The prepper had taught him how to fend for himself and how to protect those around him as well. The change was obvious. The businessman that Amy had divorced wasn’t anywhere to be seen anymore, and she quite liked the new man in front of her. 
 
      
 
    However she might feel, though, Amy also knew that now wasn’t the time to act on her feelings. It would be selfish and potentially dangerous to try and start something up with Len again. not only could it give James false hope, but it might also damage their group dynamic. One day when all of the chaos was over and they had a real place to call home again, then maybe she would broach the topic, but until then Amy was willing to keep her feelings bottled up inside.  
 
      
 
    “Morning!”  
 
      
 
    Amy let out a stifled gasp in response as the very man she had just been fantasizing about pulled open the tent doorway and stuck his head inside. Len hovered there in front of her, the greeting hanging in the air as Amy instinctively pulled up her sleeping bag to cover more of her body.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Len continued, “I didn’t wake you, did I? We’re just boiling some water for coffee, and I wondered if you wanted some?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no,” Amy quickly replied, “I was already up, don’t worry. Coffee would be lovely though, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Len smiled in response and nodded his head slightly, edging out of the tent and out of sight. Taking a deep breath, Amy rolled her eyes at herself and set about wriggling out of her sleeping bag. She didn’t need to take any specific actions to wake James; her movement and the conversation had done that for her. As the blurry-eyed little boy looked up at her and smiled, Amy vowed to carry a positive outlook on the day, no matter what happened. She had her family with her and she knew that was a whole lot more than most other people could say. 
 
      
 
    “Here you go.” Len handed Amy a cup of coffee with a smile once she was out of her tent and on her feet, James visible behind her, just pulling on his boots.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Amy smiled at Len, locking eyes with him for a second before she forced herself to look away. “We’re heading out soon then, by the looks of things?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len half-laughed. The tent where he and Harrison had slept the night before was already dismantled and packed away, Harrison wanting to get on the road as soon as possible. At that moment the prepper himself appeared, pushing one of the motorcycles back towards the group, the vehicle untouched in its hiding place overnight.  
 
      
 
    “Morning,” Amy addressed Harrison as he came into hearing distance. “We’ll get our tent down in a second so we can head off.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison didn’t say anything in response, just nodded his head and then turned to collect the other bike. He was clearly ready to leave already, and Amy didn’t want to slow him down any more than she already had. She was well aware that if she hadn’t needed rescuing from the first camp then Harrison would likely already be in Toronto. Not that the situation had really been her fault, but it was just another example of how their journey wouldn’t have been the same were it not for Harrison. She needed him and she didn’t want to tarnish that relationship in any way.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll get your tent down,” Len offered as Amy started to move toward it. “You drink your coffee. There are a few breakfast bars on the ground there as well. Help yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, don’t worry about it,” Len smiled. “It’s about time I made myself useful.” 
 
      
 
    Amy opened her mouth to argue with Len, tell him that she already believed he was useful and she was sure Harrison did too. But she didn’t get the chance as her former husband brushed past her, making his way around the back of Amy’s tent to start unfastening the pegs from the ground. Shaking her head slightly, Amy tried not to read into his actions too deeply. Len likely just wanted to get on the move again like Harrison; the two men were becoming more alike each day.  
 
      
 
    With little else to do, Amy grabbed herself some food and made sure that James was eating too. It wasn’t much, but they didn’t have the time to stop and cook. Following that, she packed up their meager belongings and started loading them into one of the bikes, while Harrison sorted out his own. No more than thirty minutes had passed since she first woke up and the group was ready to get back on the road again, all evidence of where they had stayed for the night hidden or destroyed.  
 
      
 
    “Follow my lead,” Harrison said sternly to Len as everyone started climbing onto the bikes. “Things could get a bit dicey as we move around Detroit, but I’m going to try my best to take a road that avoids where I think the worst of it will be. Just keep your eyes open in case anything happens.” 
 
      
 
    “Anything like what?” Amy questioned, leaning out slightly from behind Len’s body to address the prepper with her question.  
 
      
 
    “Anything like anything,” Harrison shrugged. “I can’t predict what will happen next.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “Come on, everybody in! There’s space at the back for all of you; grab a bottle of water on your way as well.” 
 
      
 
    Calling out the encouraging words, Dixon waited by the entrance to the transport truck as three young children and their father rushed over to the vehicle. This was the second group they’d picked up, and while it meant slowing their progress down on the journey out towards Pittsburgh, Dixon was glad they were doing it. They had driven through such horrible scenes already; no one in the truck had the heart to turn anyone who truly needed help away.  
 
      
 
    Making it out of Washington had been nearly impossible. That was the only time when they’d all agreed they couldn’t stop. With fires burning in almost every corner, Jared, the chief engineer, had been forced to drive with extreme caution. They were all too aware of how easily something could catch fire, and after Mary told them all the horror story of the vehicle she’d seen explode, no one wanted to take any risks.  
 
      
 
    That hadn’t stopped people trying to get on their truck though. It had to have been hundreds of people who had ran up to them, banging on the windows and desperately trying to tug the door of the moving vehicle open. On two occasions, Dixon had been worried that the mass of people was going to topple the truck. He, Kyle, and Mathers had been forced to point their guns at the people outside, threatening to shoot if they didn’t leave them alone. Thankfully they hadn’t needed to follow through on the threat, although a few menacing shots had been fired into nearby walls and buildings. It wasn’t something Dixon was proud of doing, but he understood it was necessary for them to get away. The safety of the people in the truck—and more specifically Mary—was his top priority. 
 
      
 
    Once they had left the confines of the city though, the journey became more pleasant. Destruction was still blatant everywhere they looked, but it was definitely less intense and they could pass by without fearing for the lives of thousands. The one thing that could never be overlooked was the panic in people’s eyes. Even if the area they lived in seemed fine, you could tell right away that people were scared of what was to come. Dixon couldn’t blame them, after everything he had witnessed in Washington; he knew how terrifying the world could quickly become.  
 
      
 
    After about five hours of driving, the roads forcing them to travel at a much slower pace than normal, they were finally nearing an area that they all regarded as a good place to set up camp. That was when they’d encountered the first pair they’d decided to stop and pick up. Two young children—no more than eight or nine years old—were wandering along the side of the road, their bags packed and slung over their shoulders like they were simply making the journey home from school.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Mary exclaimed, “look at them!” 
 
      
 
    Glancing out of the window to where Mary was pointing, Dixon noticed the two children she’d seen trudging along by the side of the road just ahead of them. They looked completely disheveled, their clothing torn and dirty, their hair matted with what Dixon hoped was only dirt, and their body language was depressed and frightened. When they heard the sound of the truck behind them, both glanced back over their shoulders, looking then to each other with startled expressions as they started running away from the road into an adjacent field.  
 
      
 
    “Stop the truck!” Mary shouted forward, pushing herself out of her seat and staggering forward to where Jared was driving. “Pull over!” 
 
      
 
    “Mary, what are you doing?” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t just leave them, Dixon,” Mary argued back. “They’re children.” 
 
      
 
    After shooting a quick glance to Dixon and receiving a nod in response, Jared slowly pulled the truck over to the side of the road. As soon as the doors were opened, Mary was outside, calling out to the children in an attempt to get them to stop. Naturally the shouting didn’t help and they started running faster, heading towards what looked like an abandoned farmhouse. Their path worried Dixon slightly—the farmhouse might look abandoned, but after everything they’d witnessed, he was concerned there could be people hiding out there.  
 
      
 
    “Kyle,” Dixon nodded to his fellow soldier, “let’s get out there.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, we need to make sure they’re safe. Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Joining Mary outside the truck, Dixon and Kyle started walking in the direction of the farmhouse, the two children now out of sight. Both the men did their best to conceal their weapons, neither wanting to frighten the children any further but aware they needed to be armed in case something happened. Those who remained behind closed the doors of the transport truck, the four of them mindful that they needed to protect the vehicle at all costs. There wasn’t anyone else around, but that didn’t mean the situation couldn’t change at the drop of a hat.  
 
      
 
    “Did you see them go inside?” Dixon spoke in a low voice to Mary as the three of them got closer to the house, the appearance of the building deteriorating the closer they got. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Mary shook her head. “They disappeared around here though. Maybe let me go first.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon and Kyle both nodded, agreeing that Mary looked the least intimidating of the three by far. Edging around the corner of one of the barns, Mary poked her head into what must have been an old stable. There wasn’t any sign of any people or animals on the farm anymore, whoever had lived there seeming to have deserted it long before the solar crash took place. The two children, though, were both present. Mary spotted them immediately, cowering in one another’s arms behind a bale of old hay. They looked so tiny and shaken, like a pair of lost lambs the farmer had forgotten about.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Mary spoke softly, “hey, it’s okay. Are you guys all right?” 
 
      
 
    Neither of the children spoke, both letting out low whimpers instead and shuffling farther back to the wall of the stable. It was obvious they didn’t understand what was happening, and where their parents had gone was a complete mystery—based on their appearance, Mary sadly believed it was a strong possibility they had died, the children now left to fend for themselves alone, unless she had anything to do with it.  
 
      
 
    “You guys must be really tired and hungry. Do you want to come with us and get something to eat?” 
 
      
 
    The young boy looked up at this point, the promise of food piquing his interest. Mary took this as a good sign and took a small step forward, leaving Dixon and Kyle both still just out of sight. She knew the presence of them would probably startle the kids further, and wanted to at least get them talking before they appeared.  
 
      
 
    “My name is Mary; I was on that truck you saw earlier. There’s a group of us driving out to a safe place. We’d love for you both to join us. What are your names?” 
 
      
 
    “T-Toby,” the little boy stuttered, earning himself a sharp elbow in the ribs from the girl, which Mary forced herself not to giggle at.  
 
      
 
    “Hi, Toby,” she smiled instead. “And is this your sister?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Toby nodded, shuffling slightly away from her and growing in confidence. “Izzy.” 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Izzy,” Mary extended her greeting to the young girl as well. “Would you both like to join me on the truck you saw?” 
 
      
 
    “Is there food?” Toby asked, now climbing to his feet and encouraging his sister to do the same.  
 
      
 
    “There is,” Mary smiled, “and several of my friends as well. But we’ll all protect you.” 
 
      
 
    Following a few more sentences of coaxing, Mary managed to convince Toby and Izzy to walk out of the stable, introducing them to Dixon and Kyle first which they dealt with very well. As the five of them headed back to the transport truck, Mary held on to Izzy’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. Jared met them by the door to the truck, welcoming both children inside with a bottle of water each.  
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Jared questioned as he closed the door again, sealing them all back inside the truck. 
 
      
 
    “All good,” Mary confirmed. “Everyone, this is Toby and Izzy—they’re going to be joining us from now on.” 
 
      
 
    Smiles and welcomes were passed around, most of the original group not really certain how to act around the two young children. Thankfully, Imogen stepped forward, the middle-aged nurse who’d joined their team from the makeshift medical area that had been set up in the White House. She didn’t have any children of her own, but was very close to her three young nephews so she knew exactly how to act around Toby and Izzy. Both of the children warmed to her immediately and within five minutes Dixon felt comfortable giving Jared the nod to start driving again. Before they knew it, the group was back on the road and steaming towards their destination of Pittsburgh.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Dixon remembered how complicated it had been persuading Toby and Izzy to join their group, he was pleasantly surprised by how willingly the second rescue mission had gone. The father, Grant, and his three children they had just welcomed into the truck sat at the back happily, Grant explaining what had happened to his family since the power went out. Dixon wondered whether they would have crossed paths with Grant and his family eventually anyway; the four of them had been walking in the same direction they continued to travel now, the spot they had chosen to set up the relief camp less than an hour’s drive away.  
 
      
 
    The time passed before he knew it, and pretty soon their group was all unloading the transport truck into a large field, the area around it checked out and free of any potential dangers. Kyle and Mathers had gone off to do a perimeter sweep anyway, leaving the rest of them to get started with setting up the camp. There was a lot to do, but Dixon was confident they could get most of it squared away before nightfall. The thing he was most concerned about was their protection; he didn’t want the camp to be raided before it was even established.  
 
      
 
    Jared, Grant, Mary, and the other engineer, Jessica, did the majority of the set up while Imogen kept the children entertained and Dixon kept watch and tried to plan for all possibilities. He had taken charge of the group wholeheartedly, but the responsibility weighed heavily on his shoulders, especially now there were five young children to look after as well. If Imogen hadn’t been a part of their group, he didn’t know what they would have done; the nurse had been incredibly valuable to them in that respect.  
 
      
 
    As darkness quickly began to settle in, Kyle and Mathers returned and confirmed to Dixon that the area seemed secure. Of course, they all knew that that could change at any moment, but Kyle volunteered to take the first watch overnight, protecting everyone else while they slept. With shift patterns agreed upon, there was little left for anyone to do except eat a quick meal and retire to the communal tent they’d set up as sleeping quarters.  
 
      
 
    Dixon made sure he kept Mary by his side, though she seemed fine, because he knew this was a big change for everyone and wanted to keep a close eye on her. It couldn’t have been easy for her to make the decision to leave her father behind, especially when the whereabouts of her mother were still unknown. He was incredibly proud of her for everything she had done, each of her actions reminding him of one of the countless reasons why he loved her so much.  
 
      
 
    Finding a makeshift bed next to her, Dixon lay down and couldn’t help but think about the sacrifices everyone had made to be there. They all had families back in Washington and yet, when the need arose, they were all willing to leave them behind to do what was needed of them to save their country. There had been countless examples that Dixon had experienced of how the solar crash had torn the country and the people within it apart, but when he looked around, he saw the opposite.  
 
      
 
    The people he was with had been brought together by disaster. They were fighting against it to try and do what was right and to save as many others as possible in the process. Five children and Grant had already joined their cause, six people who very likely might have never found somewhere safe if it hadn’t been for them. That was all Dixon had wanted to do when he volunteered for the relief mission. He had spent so much of his life as a soldier, causing violence or inflicting pain. For once he wanted to be a bringer of peace when it was most needed, and finally he was getting that chance. It may make months or even years for the world to return to how it had been before the solar crash, but he would be there every step of the way, helping to pick up the pieces. As long as there was breath in his lungs and blood in his veins, Dixon Daniels wasn’t going to stop until his world returned to normal. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Looking down at the fuel gauge on his bike, Harrison prayed that by some magical explanation, what he knew was about to happen wouldn’t happen. The arrow had been flickering over the red empty zone ever since they left earlier that morning, his bike running seriously low on gas. Now was the worst possible time for it to run out though, they were as close as they were ever going to get to Detroit and with it being daylight, he knew things would be dangerous inside the city. In hindsight, Harrison knew they should’ve stopped earlier than they did the night before. Getting sleep in during the early evening and then traveling before sunrise would’ve been wiser—for once he was ready to admit to himself that he’d made the wrong decision.  
 
      
 
    He wasn’t sure about the state of the fuel gauge on Len’s bike, but he suspected it would be nearing empty as well. They’d been very lucky to pick up the bikes with full tanks of gas, but riding them flat-out for a couple of days quickly burned through the fuel, even with the large tanks the bikes carried. Harrison thought about trying to find somewhere to siphon gas, but the memories of what happened the last time they did stopped him from considering it seriously. If they’d run into such disaster already, stopping around Detroit for any length of time would certainly be worse.  
 
      
 
    As a result, there wasn’t any other option but for Harrison to keep his head down and keep pressing forward. He’d planned the route very carefully so that they remained as far away from the center of the city as possible, without adding on too much time. Hopefully they could make it to the river border between America and Canada before the bikes gave out. If they needed to walk to Toronto, he was okay with that—it was still only Detroit that worried him.  
 
      
 
    Pushing his bike a little faster, Harrison heard James let out a small yelp in front of him. The young boy’s head bounced against Harrison’s chest as they rode, James securely fastened at the front of the bike so Harrison could still wear his rucksack as he rode. Still, the acceleration clearly hadn’t gone amiss, James clutching tightly to the handlebars in front of him as Harrison zoomed through the streets.  
 
      
 
    Taking a corner much faster than he should have, Harrison heard another small yelp, except this time it didn’t come from James. In reality, it was more like a clunk, and it happened again even when Harrison slowed down. Gritting his teeth and cursing himself silently, Harrison knew right away what had happened. By him speeding the bike up in an attempt to get away from Detroit before the tank ran out, he had made exactly that happen. The burst of speed had eaten through the last drops of fuel and now the bike was slowing, stumbling to a halt.  
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Len called out as he pulled his bike up next to Harrison, the engine still going while Harrison had switched his off.  
 
      
 
    “No gas,” Harrison blew out with a frustrated exhalation of air. He knew it was his own fault this had happened; the day already seemed to be one mistake after another.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Len said uncertainly. “Are you completely out?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I wasted the last bit speeding up back there. Stupid move on my part, I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey, don’t worry about it,” Len was quick to respond, noticing how Harrison’s demeanor was changing. “We’re almost out, too. We might as well walk from here.” 
 
      
 
    “We still haven’t properly cleared Detroit,” Harrison replied as first Amy and then James climbed down from their passenger positions on the bikes, Amy handing her son a canteen of water from her rucksack.  
 
      
 
    “How much farther do we have to go?”  
 
      
 
    “Only about ten miles,” Harrison sighed. “Short work on the bike, be a couple hours by foot though.” Harrison cursed himself internally again, knowing he should’ve been more responsible. It wasn’t traveling alone like he normally did— this time he had others to look after as well. “How much fuel do you have left?” He then asked as an afterthought, an idea springing into his head.  
 
      
 
    “It’s in the red zone,” Len said after consulting his fuel gauge. “Can’t be very much.” 
 
      
 
    Pushing his kickstand out with his foot, Harrison propped up his bike properly before dismounting and walking over to Len’s. Looking down at the gauge, he did some quick calculations in his head, estimating how far they had come since his own tank had as much left it in as Len’s did.  
 
      
 
    “I think you could make it to the border. One of you should take James.” 
 
      
 
    Len didn’t know what to say; the idea swam around in his head temptingly for a second, mulling over the pros and cons while Harrison waited patiently for a response. It made sense for Amy to take James on the bike if they had enough fuel to do it; Harrison had been whispering about the dangers of Detroit for days now and no part of him wanted to expose his family to that. But what if the bike didn’t have enough fuel? What if they were forced to stop in an even more dangerous area? It wasn’t worth the risk. Len needed to keep his family safe and the best way to do that was for them all to stay together.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Len shook his head. “Let’s all just start walking now.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to leave the bike?” Amy interjected, Harrison’s suggestion clearly not missed by her. “Don’t you think we should use it, if we can?” 
 
      
 
    “What if there isn’t enough fuel, though?” Len spoke his mind, trying to make Amy see sense. “It could run out at any moment. I think we’re all safer if we stay together.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re right,” Amy conceded after a short moment, remembering everything she had said to herself the night before in the tent. Harrison was the best form of protection they had. She wanted to keep James by his side for however long as possible.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” the prepper argued back, one of his hands still resting on the handlebars of the bike Len sat on. “It seems stupid to leave the bike behind.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re sure,” Len answered for everyone else, nudging Harrison away so he could dismount. “Let’s get our stuff and start moving. It’s probably not safe to loiter around here for very long.” 
 
      
 
    Scowling slightly, Harrison did as he was told for once. It felt strange not being the one whose orders were followed, but as he recalled the two mistakes he had already made that day, he realized it probably made sense. He was his own worst critic and it took a great deal for him to admit he was wrong. That was probably one of the main reasons why his relationship with his daughter remained as it was. If he had just been the bigger person in the first place and accepted his shortcomings, their bond could’ve been salvaged many years ago. But instead Harrison chose to live underground in his bunker, hiding away from the many mistakes he had made over the years.  
 
      
 
    As they started to walk, Harrison couldn’t help but replay all those moments over and over again in his head. The times that Nina had reached out to him and he had closed the door in her face, mostly metaphorically, but once in a literal sense as well. She had tried to rebuild their relationship on several occasions. She would come home to visit and cook dinner, attempting to bring her father back up into the house rather than where he lived in the ground. She would send him cards and ring him to share updates on her life, but when the phone was never answered and she once came home to find the letters unopened they soon stopped.  
 
      
 
    Thinking back through it all Harrison knew there had been perhaps fifty moments when Nina had offered him a lifeline and a chance to have a daughter again. Each one he had turned away, choosing to find a sadistic comfort in the pain of his dead wife and the dark cobwebs that hung over his bed instead. It was all his fault. The farther they walked from the abandoned motorcycles, the more Harrison forged a dislike for himself. He doubted every thought that popped into his head, questioning whether he had the ability to lead the group anymore and even more so, questioning whether he was doing the right thing in taking them to Toronto.  
 
      
 
    He saw each of them freeze and shudder as the sound of gunshots echoed through the air toward them. They were coming from Detroit, that much was obvious, but Harrison simply couldn’t find it within himself to care any further. His self-esteem had hit rock bottom so suddenly and he felt like all the energy had been taken from him. The urge to give up hit him hard for the first time ever since he and Len had left Chicago. It wallowed in his stomach like an animal in mud, covering every inch of him with its filthy temperament.  
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” Len asked, his hand clutching the Beretta he usually wore at his waist. Harrison’s Glock still remained in its holster, the prepper not springing into action like he normally did.  
 
      
 
    “Keep going,” Harrison exhaled. “Nothing we can do unless they come any closer.” 
 
      
 
    Len stared at his friend with a puzzled expression on his face, noticing once again the change in demeanor that he carried. It worried Len. He needed Harrison to be at his best, especially with Amy and James around. He could’ve dealt with this when it was just the two of them, but there was no time for whatever was happening with Harrison right now.  
 
      
 
    “You heard him,” Len said to Amy and James. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, there really wasn’t much else that the group of them could do. Gunfire continued to echo from deeper inside the city, pinging off at random intervals that gave away little about whatever was happening inside. Everyone knew Detroit was overrun with gangs and so that was the easy explanation for it all. They all just silently hoped the gang members stuck to their territories, leaving the four of them to navigate and escape the city alone.  
 
      
 
    Len continued to be concerned by Harrison though. The prepper walked with his head down, his feet scuffing the road and kicking up dust, and his hands free of any weapon. It was completely opposite of the man Len had come to know and trust. Harrison always had a weapon in his hand; his eyes were always darting around their surroundings, picking out alleyways that could be used to hide down or places that might be hiding an enemy. All that vigilance had vanished from the old man, and for once, he looked out of place.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Len spoke in a low voice to the prepper, walking closer to him so Amy couldn’t overhear the conversation. “Is something on your mind?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison looked up at his friend for a second, opening his mouth but then closing it again, unable to find any words. Instead he just offered Len a forlorn look, scolding himself inside once more for not being able to open up and talk about what he was feeling.  
 
      
 
    “Harrison?” Len pressed on, his determination to keep everyone safe not allowing him to leave the man alone. “Talk to me. Tell me what’s bothering you.” 
 
      
 
    “What if she’s not there?” 
 
      
 
    The sad whisper that Harrison eventually expelled was not at all what Len had been expecting. His friend didn’t sound anything like he had a day ago. His confidence and swagger had disappeared, his voice defeated rather than full of hope, as it should be.  
 
      
 
    “Nina?” Len questioned, though it was obvious that Harrison was referring to his daughter. Len understood exactly how he was feeling. Before he had found James and Amy again, he imagined what it would be like to never find them again. It was a horrible, soul-destroying feeling, one that a father should never have to experience. It had kept Len awake at night or tortured him in his nightmares; even his waking hours were filled with visions of them, always just out of his reach. “We’ll find her, Harrison,” Len offered, touching his friend lightly on the shoulder. “I know we will.” 
 
      
 
    “But even then,” Harrison sighed in response. “What if we find her and she doesn’t want anything to do with me? I’ve not been any kind of a father to her over the past ten years. I’ve not tried to be in her life. Why should she accept me back into hers just because that’s how I want it to be now?” 
 
      
 
    Len was stunned. That wasn’t what he had expected from Harrison and it broke his heart to hear his friend saying such words. He had no idea that Harrison was so troubled by what would happen when he reunited with his daughter again; it wasn’t something that he had ever really considered. To Len, finding his family had been everything, but to Harrison, not only did he have to find Nina, but he had to be accepted back into her life.  
 
      
 
    “You’re her father,” was all Len could think to say. “She won’t turn you away.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope not,” Harrison shrugged. “If she does, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Len worried about Harrison’s wellbeing. None of them spoke much more as they navigated away from the city of Detroit and closer to the Canadian border. Despite the lack of words, they all still managed to communicate on some level. Len offered Harrison supportive nods and reassuring smiles everywhere he could, trying to bring the prepper’s usual confidence back to him and make Harrison see how important he was. With Amy, the two parents shared looks over the wellbeing of James; the walking was starting to take its toll on the young boy again already, they could both see that clearly.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully, they had already passed a couple of signs for the border crossing. After the weeks of walking, Len had figured out roughly how long it took to walk a certain number of miles, and he knew they would reach Canada within the hour. They’d already struggled through the heat of the midday sun, which meant the temperature was getting slightly cooler and the walking slightly easier. If they were comfortably inside Canada by nightfall, that would be good enough for Len.  
 
      
 
    Of course, then there were still several miles for them to cover before they reached Toronto. That would likely be another day of walking unless they could find a means of transport. Their group had gotten pretty lucky so far, first fixing up the Dodge Fargo with Justin and Max, and then stealing the motorcycles from the female labor camp. Finding a third vehicle might be a stretch, but Len was still holding out hope.  
 
      
 
    He stared at the large number of cars they passed as they drew closer to the border. Even if one or a couple of them were in working order, they wouldn’t be of any use to them. It was obvious what had happened here: as soon as the power started going out and things started getting bad in America, hundreds had flooded to the border in search of asylum. It was a common escape mechanism; fight or flight would have kicked in for everyone across the country, and a large percentage had tried to flee to a hopefully safer place.  
 
      
 
    Len knew, though, that Canada was not any safer than anywhere they had traveled through so far. He knew it not just from the stories that they had heard at Camp Flint about the destruction of Toronto, or the state of the vehicles lining the road. His main explanation for the destructed state of Canada was his common sense. After everything he had already experienced, Len knew the devastation would be worldwide. Such a phenomenon couldn’t only be limited to the United States; the whole world would have suffered through the solar crash in harmony. The whole world would have been brought to its knees.  
 
      
 
    With such negative thoughts spinning through his mind, Len started to find it more and more difficult to filter out what he was seeing in his peripheral vision. He’d trained himself not to see the dead bodies lying on the side of the road after weeks of walking, but with his thoughts so distracted, it became near impossible to do.  
 
      
 
    In the hundreds of cars queued up for the border—the roads so gridlocked the four of them had to weave between the metal frames—lay equally as many rotting corpses. Most of the bodies had been picked apart by animals, vultures circling ahead in the vast blue expanse of the sky. Sadly, that only made the scene more horrific—flaps of skin hanging from people’s faces or severed limbs lying discarded in the road. Len suspected this was the work of more than just vultures, but he didn’t want to question what other animals were appearing in this area after dark.  
 
      
 
    Harrison, Amy, and James all saw it too. Amy let out several gasps and wrapped an arm around James, trying to shield his body from the horror. It was impossible to do so though, as almost every car contained at least one body. In many cases, the people were trapped inside as vehicles drove so close to each other that doors were blocked and unable to open.  
 
      
 
    Len shook his head in awe of the whole situation. It must have been truly horrible to experience. He remembered how hot the temperature inside his SUV had reached while he waited in traffic in Chicago just before everything happened. He had felt like he was boiling alive in that metal furnace, a feeling the vast majority of the dead people surrounding him must have also felt. He shuddered at the thought, so thankful he had escaped and entered O’Riley’s pub to find out what was going on before it was all too late.  
 
      
 
    “I can see the border up ahead,” Len remarked loudly to try and distract everyone from the sight before them. “We should be there in about twenty minutes if we can keep this pace up.” 
 
      
 
    “Gladly,” Amy called back, pushing James forward slightly to hurry them along. “I just hope the other side is in a better state than this,” she then muttered under her breath, just quiet enough for no one else to hear.  
 
      
 
    Amy was not enjoying this section of the walk. There was some part of her that had held out hope that Canada would mean salvation. That the neighboring country would have clean water, food, and electricity; that they hadn’t been affected by the solar crash the same way that America had been. Now that they were so close, she knew that was wrong. It had been a hopeful and foolish thought, but like many others she carried, one she hadn’t been willing to give up on until she was absolutely proven wrong. Now that that had been the case, her faith for what lay on the other side of the border diminished with every step she took.  
 
      
 
    At least they could see it up ahead though. It looked like the fences had been torn down by people desperate to get in. Squinting in the sunlight, Amy noticed hundreds more bodies lying dead on the ground at the crossing. While she continued to try and protect James from all the traumatic sights, she knew it wasn’t possible anymore.  
 
      
 
    As they drew closer, Amy realized what had happened. In an attempt to protect their borders, the Canadian officials had started shooting. She guessed it was due to the hundreds of people who had been so determined to get into Canada; they had forsaken the laws and tried to climb the fences or make their way in by force. As anyone would, the border patrol guards had protected their post by any means necessary, meaning anyone who had tried to enter the country without authorization had been shot.  
 
      
 
    “Is there even a way through?” Amy spoke barely louder than a whisper as the four of them stood only a hundred meters or so away from the official crossing. Bodies lined the ground everywhere they looked, any clear path hidden beneath them.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll find a way,” Harrison replied with determination thick in his voice. “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    Leading the group once more, Harrison—unlike Len, Amy, and James—forced himself to look at every dead body they passed. Since his conversation with Len outside Detroit, he had spiraled through his mind several times as he tried to reassure himself that everything would be all right in Toronto. He knew it was wishful thinking, but he forced himself to believe it as best he could. He knew the depressive mindset that was threatening to take him over wasn’t any good for him or anyone else. He needed to carry hope; it was the only thing strong enough to keep pushing him forward.  
 
      
 
    But with that hope, Harrison maintained his realism. That was why he looked at every body, checking each of them to make sure he didn’t recognize a face or see a familiarity in someone’s eyes. Now that they were so close, he understood that Nina could be anywhere. He held out hope that she was in Toronto, but knew very well that she could have been out of the country briefly and might have become caught in the panic of people trying to get into Canada. The chance was slim, but it was still a chance, and so it wasn’t something Harrison was going to rule out.  
 
      
 
    The task was still haunting, though. With each face that Harrison looked at, he saw another family torn apart by the solar crash. The natural disaster hadn’t been selective in its victims: men and women, young and old, tall and short all lay in the dust on the ground. People from all walks of life had been brought together in death, the rich and the poor lying face down in the dirt beside one another, their fortune or their livelihood nothing more than a distant memory for the rare surviving descendant.  
 
      
 
    It was humbling in some respects, but in another, Harrison knew it was just life. He had prepared for something like this to happen, he had been ready. It just so happened that the larger percentage of people hadn’t. If everyone had shared the same knowledge he carried about this sort of thing, the state of the country would likely be very different at the moment. But that wasn’t the case. Harrison was lucky. He knew what needed to be done, and as a result, he needed to make the most of that luck. He needed to use it to find his family, to protect his loved ones and to make it through to the other side.  
 
      
 
    “Over there!” Len exclaimed from just behind Harrison, the prepper turning to see his friend pointing to one of the small patrol huts. “Do you think we can get through?” 
 
      
 
    “My plan exactly,” Harrison replied with a smile, his path already leading the group over in that direction. “Just watch your footing through here, it’s getting more difficult the closer we get.” 
 
      
 
    What Harrison was referring to was the density of the bodies on the ground. Everyone in this area had been brought down by gunfire, the borders now all equipped with fairly heavy machine gun artillery following the terrorist attacks at them a couple of years ago. That had perhaps been the only time in history that the United States had nearly fallen to an enemy on its own soil, and since the combined attacks the president had taken the protection of his country very seriously. As a result, it made sense that Canada and Mexico had stepped up their security as well, the false friendship between the neighboring nations waning more seriously as each year passed.  
 
      
 
    So, Harrison picked their path carefully, stepping over countless bodies and completely avoiding the more gruesome sights altogether. He remained very aware that James was still only a child and he wanted to protect the young boy as best he could. If it weren’t for James, Harrison would likely still be in his bunker in Chicago, and while he was certain he would have remained safe there, he was glad that wasn’t the case.  
 
      
 
    Finally reaching the open door of the first patrol hut, Harrison stepped over a guard who lay dead in the entrance and walked inside. The air was musty and smelled of decay from the other bodies within it, but there was an exit door as Harrison had suspected—their pathway into the country where his daughter was.  
 
      
 
    “I’d probably stay outside,” Harrison suggested to the others as he tried the second door, finding it locked as he had suspected. “There isn’t much room in here and I think I’m going to have to blow the door open.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there not a key?” 
 
      
 
    “Not that I can see,” Harrison shook his head to Amy’s question, not wanting to waste time searching for a key to the door when he could quite easily blow the lock off with his Glock. “This should be much quicker. Stand back.” 
 
      
 
    Pulling his 9mm from its holster, Harrison let the weapon rest in his hand for a second. It felt natural, like it belonged there. He had known how to fire a gun for as long as he could remember and it wasn’t a feeling he ever wanted to forget. With a deep and comfortable breath, Harrison sighted his pistol at the door and squeezed the trigger, letting the shot ring out loudly in the enclosed space. He didn’t flinch though; the years of training had taught him that a shooter was most vulnerable just after he fired his weapon and Harrison hated that feeling of vulnerability. He refused to let it slow him down for even a second, stepping forward and kicking the door hard with his foot immediately after he’d fired, certain that his bullet  found its mark.  
 
      
 
    Harrison wasn’t wrong. The door swung open into Canada, revealing the second country to the group on the other side. Turning back, he quickly beckoned everyone else through, taking one last look at the devastation within the States before setting his mind to Canada and the new battle that lay within it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, at first glance Canada appeared no different from how America had been. They found cars lining the road outside in a similar fashion to what had taken place on the other side. Clearly everyone in Canada had carried the same idea, that perhaps things were safer on the other side of the wall. Alas, that wasn’t the case, and once again the cars were filled with dead bodies, the people lined the streets in silence, and the birds of prey circled overhead, flying down to pick the bodies clean at their leisure.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Harrison remarked once everyone was through and the door to the patrol hut had been pushed closed behind them. “Let’s get to the end of this traffic and see if we can find a working vehicle. If not, we’ll stop for food anyway, it’s been a while since we ate.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding in silence, the group began to trudge through the familiar scene that welcomed them into Canada. Though Harrison didn’t want to look at the bodies any longer, he knew now it was more important than ever. Nina could be just around the corner, and he wasn’t going to miss seeing her, no matter how he found his daughter. For Len, Amy, and James though, they all concentrated on just getting out of the mess of vehicles and away from the thousands of bodies that accompanied them.  
 
      
 
    Len helped Amy direct James through the throng, picking him up and carrying him at points where cars had drawn too close together. There were several crashes on this side of the border, something they hadn’t witnessed in the US, but it made little difference. Whether the cars had been brought together by force or simply come to a halt naturally, the result for those within remained the same. No one had survived the border crossing; it was a graveyard that likely stretched out for miles across the countries—miles that would remain untouched until power returned to them both.  
 
      
 
    “How will we know if any of them will start up again?” Len asked Harrison as their group finally moved closer to the end of the traffic jam, the cars thinning out and becoming less grouped together.  
 
      
 
    “Look for the older models,” Harrison replied, “the ones that don’t need electronics to run. They’re more likely to be able to jump start.” 
 
      
 
    “Gotcha,” Len nodded and peeled away from the group as Harrison had, both of them moving to either side of the road to check the vehicles. Amy and James remained in the middle, though Amy was more focused on James’s safety than anything else. A car would be nice, but she didn’t particularly want to take her son up to any of them, not when the vast majority contained a dead body.  
 
      
 
    That was something Len wasn’t in favor of either. The Dodge pickup that he and Harrison had managed to commandeer had sort of been gifted to them in a way, the former owner abandoning it on the side of the road after having engine problems. Len could still remember how much that moment had changed his outlook on things. Beforehand, he had been certain the world had been plummeted back into the Dark Ages forever, with no power ever to return. After seeing the pickup trundling along the road, however, his hope had been bolstered and he found his enthusiasm increased for everything else on their journey as well. He knew it would be several months—or more probably years, as Harrison constantly reminded him—before things were back to how they had been, but seeing the Dodge had re-instilled Len’s faith that they would reach that point eventually. It had been a much-needed oasis in the barren desert that they walked through.  
 
      
 
    With that memory pushing a smile onto his face, Len focused on the feeling of hope as he surveyed the surrounding cars. He was looking for something similar to the old pickup, a battered and almost broken vehicle that would otherwise be overlooked. They were, however, much more difficult to come by. New designs of modern cars filled the road instead, the price of the vehicles coming down so much in recent years that almost everyone could afford a decent ride.  
 
      
 
    The oldest vehicle Len managed to find quite obviously still contained an electrical control system. The door held fast as he attempted to tug it open, the failsafe locks functioning even without power. It was something Len didn’t try too hard to overcome though, the sight of a young family trapped inside dissuading him from trying to take over the car.  
 
      
 
    On the other side of the road, it didn’t look like Harrison was having much luck either. He hoisted the hood of several cars and tinkered around with his tools at the engine on a few occasions, but was never met with the sound he wanted. The roar of an engine was a distant memory, left behind with their motorcycles on an empty street outside a fallen city. It was only after about two more miles of walking that Harrison finally threw his bag to the ground in frustration, the fantasy of driving into Toronto quickly fading away.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s eat, shall we?” He called out to the others as his bag hit the ground, causing a faint cloud of dust to rise into the air and swirl around his body in a theatrical manner. “Does anyone want to get a fire going?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Len nodded as he crossed the road, falling into step beside Amy and James as they too walked toward Harrison. “I can do that. What do we want to eat?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll eat anything,” Amy sighed as she shrugged her bag off and almost collapsed on top of it, the day of walking taking its toll on her legs. “Are we stopping here for the night?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison paused for a moment, considering the question. He remembered what had happened outside Detroit and how he had got the timing wrong with when they had slept the night before, so perhaps it made sense to rest earlier this time and then they could continue their journey as soon as the sun was up the next morning.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, okay,” he eventually agreed. “I think that makes sense. We can get an early start tomorrow morning then, hopefully cover all the ground to Toronto in one day.” 
 
      
 
    “That works for me,” Amy nodded, thankful to know they were finally finished for the day. She felt both physically and mentally exhausted, the sights they had witnessed at the border crossing stuck fast in her mind—it made her truly realize that what had happened during the solar crash had affected everyone, no matter where they lived. It made her think of her parents, of her brother and her friends in other cities. It was very likely none of them had survived and she would never see a familiar face outside of her current group again.  
 
      
 
    “All right then,” Len joined in from his seat on the ground, his small spade removed from the side of his rucksack so he could start digging a hole for the fire. “James, why don’t you find us something to eat from my bag over here? Harrison, could you search for some kindling?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrison smiled, remembering how Len had been when they first left Chicago and enjoying the change in his friend. The former businessman looked almost natural preparing the fire pit and handing out orders. Harrison believed he was much more suited to this role than the one he had previously occupied.  
 
      
 
    “Steak pie?” James suggested as he rifled through the bag in front of him, pulling out vacuum-packed meals that Harrison had replaced many of the canned items with. Len wasn’t sure where he had found them, but was glad the prepper had changed up the contents; their bags were certainly easier to carry without the weight of dozens of cans pulling them down.  
 
      
 
    “Hmm, anything else?” Len asked, one quick glance at the translucent steak pie packaging confirming his suspicions that he didn’t want to eat it.  
 
      
 
    “Cottage pie?” James continued to read out labels as he laid the items out on the ground. “Vegetable rice? Chicken curry?” 
 
      
 
    “The curry looks all right, I guess,” Len mused as he started working on the tunnel between the two fire pits he had dug, always favoring the Dakota method so the smoke was kept to a minimum. “How about we have that with the vegetable rice? We’ll make a bit of a feast for the evening.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James nodded and smiled, shoving the unfavored food items back into his father’s rucksack and carrying the chosen ones over toward him. “Need anything else?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need the big pot to cook everything in,” Len replied, proud of his son for taking the initiative to be helpful, especially after the day they’d all had. “And some bowls to eat out of. I think that’s all in your mom’s bag.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James repeated, moving over to where Amy was sitting on top of her bag. “Mom, can I get in your bag please?” 
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t help but notice how tired Amy looked as she slid off her rucksack onto the dusty ground to allow James to dig out the pot and bowls they needed. He wanted to go over to her and offer her his hand, to wrap his arms around her and reassure her that everything was going to be okay. Len understood how easy it was for just one day to change your outlook on things; it was a feeling he’d had several times before finally reuniting with his family. Just the faintest of changes in your mood could ruin your day when the environment was like this. A positive morale was extremely important—almost necessary for continued survival.  
 
      
 
    “Here, Dad,” James dropped the bowls and large cooking pan down on the ground with a clang, startling Len slightly and forcing him to look away from his ex-wife.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you, James,” Len smiled, noticing Harrison also approaching in the distance, his arms filled with small twigs for the fire. “The only other thing we need now is water. Oh, and the tents need to be set up. What do you prefer doing?” 
 
      
 
    “Can I set the tents?”  
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Len nodded. “Do you know how?” 
 
      
 
    “I can show him,” Harrison cut in as he arrived, placing the kindling for the fire down beside Len so he could arrange it properly. “We can get them both set up before dinner, can’t we, James?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded, so eager to help that Len found himself grinning almost manically at his son. He was so proud of the young boy, so impressed by the man he was quickly growing into—even if he still deserved to be a child.  
 
      
 
    “You all right with the fire and the food?” Harrison asked before he left to help James put the tents together, watching the boy out of the corner of his eye already tugging components out of the rucksacks. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Len smiled. “We’re having curry and rice. Should be pretty easy once I’ve got some water boiling.” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” Harrison smiled back. “Let me know if you need anything.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded and watched his friend walk over to where James was now playing with tent poles, the prepper quickly taking over and getting down on one knee to explain things to James. It made Len feel increasingly grateful to Harrison, especially after everything the older man had already done for him and his family. He was glad Harrison seemed to be feeling more positive about the future, the blip he’d gone through outside of Detroit a forgotten moment in the past. Amy, on the other hand, seemed to be going through a similar blip now. Working as quickly as he could to get the kindling in place and the fire started, Len waited until there was a definite flame before pushing himself to his feet and walking over toward her.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” he said softly, keeping his voice low so Harrison and James didn’t notice him. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Amy replied after a moment’s pause. “Just thinking about everything. About everything we’ve lost.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Amy.” Like Harrison had with James, Len knelt down on one knee in front of his ex-wife. The movement sent a wave of emotions rushing through his body, but he pushed them to one side, focusing on seeing Amy smile and making her happy again. “I know it’s difficult, but we can’t think like that. Think about everything we still have instead. Think about James and look at what an incredible boy he’s turning out to be.” 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded at Len’s words, turning her head slightly to look at where James and Harrison were assembling the tents. “I know I should, Len. It’s just hard.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Len echoed, “it’s going to be hard for a long time now, I think. But we’ve got each other, and you know I’ll help you through every single second of it.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Amy finally looked up at Len and smiled after another brief pause, letting the two of them lock eyes for a moment and share a sudden feeling of safety.  
 
      
 
    There were so many things that Len wanted to say to Amy in that moment, so many feelings he felt bubbling up inside of him and ready to explode. Biting the inside of his bottom lip slightly, Len forced himself to keep them hidden, to sit on his feelings until he knew the moment was right. It would be cruel to bring them to Amy’s attention now; she needed to focus on herself, on James, and on the future. Len’s troubles could wait for another day.  
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing,” Len replied with a smile as he rose to his feet. “Now, do you want to help me get some water boiling? We’ve a relative feast in the cards for tonight.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Waking the next morning, Len was ready to get the group back on the road and cut down the distance between themselves and Toronto. After the conversation he’d shared with Amy the night before, he understood that the main thing that was upsetting her at the moment was the constant traveling and short-lived euphoria that turned to disappointment every time they found somewhere they thought they could maybe call home.  
 
      
 
    He understood how demoralizing it was and how much more tired it made everyone, being constantly brought up and back down over the chance of a new home. South Haven and the lake house had both seemed like they would be steadfast and final destinations on the journey, but neither had turned out to be what Len had hoped.  
 
      
 
    Now, as he pulled back the flaps of the tent he had once again shared with Harrison—the prepper just stirring beside him—Len was determined to find a safe place for Amy and James later that same day. He offered Harrison a nod in greeting, allowing his friend time to properly wake up as Len tugged on his boots and made his way steadily outside. There was no movement yet from the second tent where his ex-wife and son slept, so Len busied himself searching for coffee in his rucksack, which he could wake Amy with.  
 
      
 
    “Have we got enough water for that?” Harrison asked as he stepped outside and saw Len holding the container of coffee, his friend’s intentions very clear.  
 
      
 
    “Uh, good question,” Len mumbled, spinning around slightly where he stood to try and locate all their various water canteens. “We’ve not filled up in a while, have we?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Harrison shook his head, “I think it might be a breakfast on-the-go kind of morning until we can find a fresh supply of water, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “No worries,” Len shrugged, understanding Harrison’s reasoning and agreeing with his friend. Fresh water in itself was much more important than a cup of coffee in the morning. He was happy to sacrifice it in order to keep the group pushing forward. “Do you want to head out soon, then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison nodded, before turning his head in the direction of the second tent. “Can you wake them up?” 
 
      
 
    Len answered with his body language, moving toward Amy and James’s tent as Harrison walked back to their own, ready to dissemble it and get them back on the path for the day. As unobtrusively as he could manage, Len peeled open the tent doors and woke Amy and James, informing them that they were hoping to get on the road in a matter of minutes as soon as they were both up. Thankfully, neither reacted negatively, and in a remarkably fast turnaround all four were packed up and ready to continue their journey before the sun had completely broken the horizon.  
 
      
 
    They were just outside the city of London in Ontario, roughly about a day’s walk from the outskirts of Toronto by Harrison’s calculations. They’d actually covered more ground yesterday than he’d originally thought, crossing the border at the most eastern point and then making good progress while they checked the cars that lined the highway. This practice was maintained as they pushed forward, all four of them checking the more remote cars that decorated the side of the road.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Amy’s cry cut through the silence on the road, drawing the attention of everyone in her direction. “I think I’ve got something over here!”  
 
      
 
    Rushing over to Amy’s position, Harrison wondered what she might’ve found. She was sitting in the driver’s seat of a very modern looking Range Rover with the door wide open, the vehicle’s paint job almost still sparkling in the sunlight. It didn’t look like the sort of car that they would be able to get started; Harrison was certain it was built with the most high-tech equipment available.  
 
      
 
    “That won’t start—will it?” The prepper questioned as he jogged up beside her, voicing his suspicions out loud.  
 
      
 
    “No, I’ve already tried,” Amy shook her head, pulling the useless keys from the ignition as she spoke. “But take a look around the back.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison raised his eyebrows, turning to Len and James, who had now also joined them and shrugging. Following instructions though, the three of them walked around the back of the SUV, the rear of the vehicle backed up against the side of the highway, the driver having clearly lost control of it before the engine gave out. There, strapped to the back, were two high-speed bicycles, top-of-the-line models equipped with several gears and sturdy off-roading tires.  
 
      
 
    Len let out a low whistle. “They look expensive.” 
 
      
 
    “They are,” Harrison confirmed, remembering he had seen some similar bikes advertised in a magazine he subscribed to a few months back. They had been selling for a couple thousand dollars, and the ones in front of him looked even newer than those.  
 
      
 
    “Only one problem though,” Len continued speaking. “There’s only two of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Amy appeared behind everyone else, following them round from where she’d sat in the driver’s seat. “I thought that, but maybe we could make it work?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison reached forward and carefully detached one of the bikes from the back of the car, resting it on the ground beside him and pushing it back and forth a few times to test out the wheels. “These are heavy duty frames,” he nodded, “but I’m not sure they could carry two people and all our stuff.” 
 
      
 
    Shaking his head slightly, Harrison grumbled at them not being able to use the bikes. He so desperately wanted to get to Toronto today and using a bicycle could mean he’d be there in no more than eight hours. Thinking about it, after all the time that had already passed since he had last seen Nina, it suddenly became an opportunity Harrison struggled to give up.  
 
      
 
    “Could I…?” Harrison started to pose the question, stopping short as he was uncertain of what to say. He didn’t want to abandon Len and his family, especially not at some random point on the side of the road after they had all followed him into Toronto. But if they all continued walking, they likely wouldn’t reach the city until nighttime the following day. If Harrison rode himself, he could be there by the early evening. It bought him over a full day and after so long it was too tempting to turn down.  
 
      
 
    Len looked over at Harrison, the prepper clearly running through some serious thoughts in his head. It didn’t take a genius to know what Harrison would be thinking and, in an instant, Len knew he couldn’t stand in the way. “I think you should go, Harrison,” Len spoke calmly. “Go on ahead, if you want to.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Harrison’s enthusiasm notably piqued at Len’s suggestion, though the prepper tried hard not to show it too much.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Len nodded. “We’ll be fine without you. And we’ll keep heading northeast to Toronto anyway. You can’t just turn away from this opportunity though, when the bike will get you there so much quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you all be safe?” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve taught me pretty much everything I know,” Len laughed. “I think I’ve got the skills to keep us going for a few days.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison cracked a smile, overcome by Len’s support for him going on alone. The two of them had formed a true friendship over the weeks since they’d left Chicago; it was something Harrison was going to treasure for the rest of his life. He would miss his companionship greatly, but Harrison knew this was something he had to do. With a supportive nod from Amy as well, his fate to take on the next stage of the journey alone was sealed.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll leave you signs along the way,” Harrison spoke as he pushed the bike around the side of the SUV and into the center of the road. “If you keep following this path, you’ll reach Toronto eventually. This is the way I’m going to travel too, but if anything changes, I’ll leave you a sign.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded, knowing that Harrison would do his very best to warn them of any danger they were going to approach. He had faith in his friend, and while it was slightly terrifying being left to look after Amy and James on his own, he also had faith in the abilities he had learned and picked up from Harrison.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Len smiled as he patted Harrison on the back. “I look forward to meeting your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    “You will,” Harrison smiled back as he climbed onto the bike, his rucksack, the Remington A3 rifle, and his Glock pistol all strapped firmly to his body. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
      
 
    With a cloud of dust as Harrison pushed the bike forward, the prepper started pedaling fast and putting distance between himself and the rest of his group. Len looked on with Amy and James on either side of him, all three of them staring after Harrison in silence as their friend very quickly disappeared into the distance, his body growing smaller and smaller as he rode off toward Toronto. Len whispered a tiny prayer under his breath as he watched Harrison, imploring that his friend would find his daughter and that all of them would see one another again.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just six hours later, Harrison could finally see the telltale signs of Toronto in the distance. He hadn’t stopped once since leaving Len and the others behind. Sweat clung to every inch of his body, his clothing soaked through despite the hot sun that beat down on him. Blisters felt like they had formed all over his feet and across his lower back where his rucksack rubbed as he cycled, but none of that bothered Harrison. He was so close now, no amount of pain or threat of exhaustion was going to stop him.  
 
      
 
    Slowing his pace slightly—as he had done several times to rest while still moving forward—Harrison pulled out his water canteen and drained the final contents of the bottle. He had another inside his rucksack, but he wouldn’t get to that until he stopped properly. At least he had ridden through the most extreme heat of the day by now and the air was gradually starting to become cooler.  
 
      
 
    With his eyes fixated on the horizon, Harrison squinted against the setting sun and pursed his lips as he made out what was left of the Toronto skyline ahead of him. The CN tower was unmistakable, though it was the only thing that really still was. The rest of Toronto lay in ruins, and a few skyscrapers also graced the air, but it was nothing like it once was. Coming to a complete stop for the first time since leaving everyone behind, Harrison felt like he needed a moment just to take it all in.  
 
      
 
    A short moment was all he allowed himself though, after seeing what had become of Toronto, he knew he needed to get there as soon as possible to try and find his daughter. He wondered whether there was even anywhere left for Nina. She was married with at least one child now, but that was as much as Harrison knew. Would her family still be together? Len had been extremely lucky to find Amy and James. Harrison had half-doubted it would happen until the day when they all finally united. Could Nina be equally as lucky? As he pushed forward on the bike, he desperately hoped the answer would be yes.  
 
      
 
    It took just under an hour for Harrison to finally reach the proper outskirts of Toronto. Even though he had never been there himself, he knew instantly it was nothing like it had been. Buildings lay in ruins on the ground, the sight of potentially a hundred plane wreckages littering the vast expanse ahead of him. It seemed unusual for so many planes to have fallen in the same area, but considering the size of the city and how many planes flew into and out of Toronto every day, Harrison could believe it. All the smoke and flames that he was sure had once engulfed the city had now passed, leaving nothing but a dusty and broken landscape in its wake.  
 
      
 
    Cycling through it, Harrison’s head almost spun on his shoulders as he tried to take it all in. The first still-standing building was perhaps another half a mile ahead of him; that was his destination. Darkness was starting to creep in now, and he knew it would be too dangerous to enter the city at night. Even with so much of it now gone, it was a new and unfamiliar landscape and now that he was so close, Harrison didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks.  
 
      
 
    As he reached his home for the night, he took one more forlorn look over Toronto before pushing his bike inside. Tomorrow he would find his daughter. Tomorrow, he hoped, he would have a family of his own again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    In the light of day the next morning, Toronto was in even more of a sorry state. Harrison had barely slept all night, tossing and turning through torturous dreams of how he might find his daughter. He dreamed she was just a child again, running through the ruins of the city as it crumbled around her, each path more dangerous than the last.  
 
      
 
    He woke up in a cold sweat, his clothes drenched and his heart pounding against his ribcage. It had just been a nightmare, but he was aware the reality could be just as haunting. Nina may not be a child anymore, but she had one of her own. Harrison had a grandson, a little boy whose name he didn’t even know. Through all of this he had pushed forward in an attempt to find Nina, but now that he was so close, he was realizing what lay within Toronto was much more than just her. It was his chance at redemption. He had failed Nina, but he could make things up to her child. He could be a family man again—all he had to do was find his family.  
 
      
 
    Deciding to leave the bicycle behind, Harrison set out on foot into the city—or at least, what was left of it. The main road into Toronto was still distinguishable, but only just. Wreckages and ruins lined every inch of it, shells of buildings almost swaying in the faint breeze behind them on either side of the highway. Some had been torn down so only the metal structure remained; others were completely demolished into piles of stone and rubble. Not a single one stood completely intact though, some form of damage visible in every direction.  
 
      
 
    Something else that was constantly unavoidable were the bodies. Most seemed to have been incinerated—likely from the explosions caused by the plane crashes, Harrison assumed—but some were recognizable. Harrison couldn’t decide what was worse to look at: a human skeleton stripped of all its once-discernable features, or the decaying state of human flesh. Just as he had done before, he forced himself to look, checking each one to make sure Nina wasn’t amongst the dead.  
 
      
 
    Where to start looking for his daughter and her family was a bit of a mystery to Harrison. There were buildings that remained standing, but even after the short period of time that Harrison had been navigating through them, it was obvious no one was inside. Toronto was like a ghost town, everything and everyone wiped off its surface, their lives and history swept up in the dust.  
 
      
 
    Despite his negative feelings, Harrison refused to give up hope. He had taught Nina well when she was younger and she knew how to survive; he had faith that she would’ve found a way. He remembered the lessons he’d carried out with her in secret, Sophia disapproving of the things he was teaching such a young girl. Those lessons might have saved her life now though: how to start a fire, build a shelter, locate clean water, and, perhaps most importantly, how to defend herself.  
 
      
 
    Walking further into the middle of the city, using the CN tower to direct him, Harrison forced himself not to dwell on those memories of the past. He needed to be alert and ready for anything now. His mind had to be clearer than it ever had been.  
 
      
 
    As he stepped over a charred airplane seat, Harrison looked up at one of the many plane wreckages up close. The front end was completely demolished, buried under rocks and rubble from the building it had landed in. The roof had clearly collapsed, leaving no chance of anyone escaping the plane, if by some extreme miracle they had survived the crash. Now only the tail was noticeable for what it had been, one side sticking out into the road, the other pointing up into the clear, blue sky.  
 
      
 
    That particular crash seemed to have had a domino effect on the buildings around it, each of them crumbled and broken, some completely missing from their space in the street. It was rather impressive how much damage had been caused, the planes likely just a catalyst for even worse destruction. Shaking his head to himself, Harrison tried to imagine what it would’ve been like to be in Toronto during it all. Chicago had been bad enough, and he hadn’t even experienced the chaos in the center; his only hope was that Nina hadn’t lived nearby.  
 
      
 
    His daughter’s whereabouts, however, hinged very loosely on that hope. Without knowing what street she lived on, or even which area of the city, Harrison knew he might have to search the wreckage for several days. He had already planned to map the city out from the center, working in a spiral so that he covered every inch of it, leaving no stone unturned in his quest to find his daughter.  
 
      
 
    As a result, he allowed himself to pace fairly quickly toward the CN tower, marveling at its height and stability amongst everything else. It was pretty much the only landmark that remained in Toronto—how it had survived was a bit of a mystery to Harrison—but he was glad it was. Once he reached it, he paused for a quick drink of water, wiping the sweat from his brow in the already blistering heat of the sun. Toronto covered about two hundred and forty square miles. He was about to search every one of them.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Look!” Len exclaimed as he ran over to the opposite side of the road where they walked, jumping over a lamppost that had capsized and now lay at an angle by the side of the highway. “We’re definitely on the right trail.” 
 
      
 
    True to his word, Harrison had been leaving markers along the road he had ridden, signs for Len, Amy, and James so they knew they were still going the right way. He hadn’t stopped riding for any of them, but had occasionally turned back on himself slightly, drawing a figure eight in the dirt that covered the road. It was such an unnatural pattern that Len knew it had to have come from his friend, his trust in Harrison never wavering.  
 
      
 
    “Another one?” James called out as he ran over to join Len, walking the line of the figure eight carefully, like a tightrope. “So cool.” 
 
      
 
    “It can’t be much farther now,” Len continued as he ruffled his son’s hair, dust spilling out of his golden locks in the early morning sunshine. “I think we’ll make it by nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope so,” Amy sighed, still uncertain about everything—though she too had encouraged Harrison to go on ahead. “I don’t want to spend another night out here.” 
 
      
 
    The first night the three of them had spent without Harrison had been interesting. In part because they camped by the side of the highway, completely exposed and vulnerable to anything or anyone that might come across them. But also because all three of them had been crammed into one tent, the second whisked away on the bike with Harrison. Len hoped it was due to their location that Amy didn’t want another night like that, rather than the proximity the two of them had been forced to share. It had been quite a few years since the two of them had shared a bed—as much as he could call a sleeping bag in a tent a bed. In a way, Len was glad James had been sandwiched between the two of them.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll make it,” Len replied with confidence as they continued walking. “We’ll see Toronto in the distance at any moment, just you wait.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Amy replied, her mood worsening with each passing day. “I’d give anything for a warm bath and a comfortable bed right now.” 
 
      
 
    Len laughed quietly to himself, remembering just how much Amy had enjoyed the little comforts in life when they had been together. “Well, how about this,” he proposed. “The next bathtub we come across, I’ll fill for you. Even if I have to boil each pot of water one by one. Okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Amy looked up and finally cracked a smile, appreciating what Len was doing to lighten the mood and keep them pressing forward. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Can I have one too, Dad?” 
 
      
 
    Len laughed louder this time, giving James a playful shove in the back as he did. “You can have one too,” he grinned. “I’ll fill baths for everyone, okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Great,” James smiled as he started walking ahead of the two adults. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
    With a final chuckle to himself, Len readjusted his rucksack on his shoulders slightly and let out a comfortable sigh. Even if there was still a long way to travel on the road ahead of them, he was happy to be making the journey with his family. He would do everything he could along the way to keep the smiles on their faces and to fill them with hope and anticipation for the future, rather than dread of what might be around the next corner. He was adamant that they would make it to Toronto and, even if the city were in ruins, it would be a new starting point for their family. Whether it was the end of the journey or not, they would make it work. Of that he was certain.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, Harrison was finally forced to stop. He took shelter in the rickety doorway of what had once been an apartment building or an office block of some sort and shrugged his rucksack off his back onto the ground. The shade provided some welcome relief from the midday sun, the temperature well above a hundred and not even close to cooling down.  
 
      
 
    Since reaching the CN tower, Harrison had drawn a crude map of the city in the notebook he carried, cordoning it off into various sections of his own making. Thus far, he had only made it through three of them, with over twenty still to go. At his current rate, he knew it would take him nearly six days to cover the full expanse of Toronto. Six days he felt like he didn’t have.  
 
      
 
    From where he stood, there was at least a faint breeze that came off Lake Ontario, bringing with it a familiar smell that Harrison had grown accustomed to during his time traveling along Lake Michigan with Len. The memory made Harrison miss the companionship, a thought he would’ve never entertained a few months prior. He was a changed man from the one who lived in the underground bunker; a changed man who, when he thought about it, Harrison much preferred.  
 
      
 
    He was still equally dedicated and meticulous though, and only allowed himself a quick fifteen-minute break to have some food and water before he continued his search. He wanted to make it to Scarborough before nightfall, something in the back of his mind telling Harrison that that was where Nina had been living. He couldn’t be certain of it, but it was as good a hunch as any and at that moment, hunches were all he had to go on.  
 
      
 
    A part of Harrison also hoped that the farther he moved from the epicenter of the destruction, the less severe it would become. It only took a quick look around for him to know that wasn’t true, but he held on to the hope all the same. Every building he walked past was entered, every shell of a vehicle inspected, and every potential hideaway turned upside down in an attempt to find his daughter.  
 
      
 
    By the time he properly entered the division of Scarborough, Harrison’s emotions were threatening to run high. With gritted teeth he forced himself to continue searching, looking out for any small sign of life. Though what suddenly caught his attention wasn’t the sight of anything, but a sound. He nearly missed it at first, the tiny scraping noise almost disguised by his own footsteps until he heard it again. Turning his head and standing perfectly still, Harrison listened carefully, trying to identify where it was coming from.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a familiar sound—something like a small animal scratching on a door to be let outside, or a teacher writing on a chalkboard. Whatever it was, it didn’t sound natural, and that told Harrison it was coming from something special. Something alive. He’d heard sounds all day as bits of buildings grated against each other or rocks fell in the street, but this was something different. Finally locating the source of the noise, he walked toward it with his breath trapped in his lungs.  
 
      
 
    There was an entrance. An old metal door that led—at Harrison’s best guess—down into the sewers of the city. Pressing his ear up against it he listened carefully, waiting for the scraping sound to return. As soon as it did, he made up his mind. Something was alive in there and whether it was Nina, a complete stranger, or simply a lost dog, he had to find out. After everything he had been through, Harrison was going back underground. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Harrison made short work of tearing away the manhole cover, revealing an entrance to the Toronto sewers below. It was expectedly dark and dingy inside, with a smell so foul it made Harrison’s eyes water. Pulling a flashlight from his rucksack, he inspected the immediate area in front of him. It was a fairly narrow tunnel, just wide enough for his frame to walk down, though he would likely have to leave his rucksack behind.  
 
      
 
    Assessing what the best way was to approach things, Harrison continued to listen carefully. He was sure the noise of him breaking the entrance open would have been heard by whatever had been making the scraping sound. He just hoped he hadn’t spooked them too much; the last thing he wanted was a chase through the tunnels as he attempted to find and rescue whoever was down there—if it was even another human being.  
 
      
 
    That was something that worried Harrison slightly. He could be walking into what had become a lair for any kind of animal. After everything he’d witnessed so far on his journey, he couldn’t even rule out escaped zoo animals now living in the sewers. A vision of a congregation of alligators flashed through his mind and more than ever he wanted to find his daughter and put an end to all this madness.  
 
      
 
    Stepping back from the sewer by a few paces, Harrison looked around where he was in Scarborough and picked out a half-burned shell of a delivery van across the road. He quickly walked toward it and placed his rucksack inside, taking only the most important items for his trip through the tunnels. He didn’t expect anyone to appear from nearby and steal his bag, but years of preparedness and training told him to hide it anyway. When he finally ventured into the sewers, he wore a much smaller rucksack on his back. Within it was a spare flashlight, extra water, food, a spool of climbing rope, and a selection of weapons. He didn’t know what he was going to find, but as always, he wanted to be prepared for anything.  
 
      
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Harrison muttered to himself as he pulled the manhole cover back over half the entrance, disguising it as best he could. Then he put his best foot forward, his boots splashing slightly in the small river of water that ran through the sewer. Within a minute he came to a set of iron rungs built into the wall, with the only direction to go being down. Clenching his flashlight between his teeth, Harrison began his descent into the main network of sewers below, his stomach turning somersaults inside him as he wondered what he was going to find. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Len spotted it just as the sun was started to set over the horizon, the most beautiful sight he had seen in some time. There, poking out of the entrance of a lonely standing building was the rear wheel of a bicycle, a bicycle that looked very familiar to their group.  
 
      
 
    “Over there!” Len exclaimed, pointing toward the bike with childlike enthusiasm to make sure he received Amy and James’s full attention. “That’s Harrison’s bike. We’ve made it.” 
 
      
 
    Hopeful and excited looks were exchanged between Len and Amy, both increasing their pace a fraction as they walked towards the building. James hurried along beside them, equally excited to reach the building. Len wasn’t sure whether Harrison would be inside or not, but just knowing that his friend had been there was a huge boost of energy for him. They didn’t need to continue walking and they could finally rest inside for the night; it was something Len was looking forward to a great deal.  
 
      
 
    “Hello?” He called as they stood just a few feet from where the bike was. “Harrison, are you in there?” 
 
      
 
    Silence greeted Len’s call, but it didn’t worry him. The father walked forward, gesturing for Amy and James to stay back until he had checked inside. The full sweep didn’t take very long. The place was empty, but there was evidence that Harrison had spent the night there. With Toronto so close, Len believed his friend would’ve stayed here overnight before making the final trip into the city. In that regard, it made perfect sense that this was where the three of them should wait; he was sure it wouldn’t be long before Harrison returned.  
 
      
 
    “Come on in,” Len called. “It’s all clear.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s not here?” James asked as he looked around the vacant building, the insides giving away very little as to what it had been before the solar crash. Len didn’t imagine very much; it looked like the old building had been left to weather the years long before the power went out.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Len shook his head, “but Harrison will be back soon, I’m sure of it. We’ll just set up camp here and wait for him to return. How’s that sound to you?” 
 
      
 
    James shrugged and nodded in response, dropping his rucksack onto the ground and sitting down cross-legged beside it. After a few seconds Amy joined him, and then Len too. Neither of them really knew what to say to each other, resigned to just wait for Harrison to return. Amy had her concerns and doubts that he ever would, but Len remained faithful. He knew Harrison would come back eventually; his only worry was whether he returned alone, or with his daughter.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sewers didn’t disappoint. Once Harrison was down on the lower level, he was forced to paddle through the dirty water with every step he made. There was the faint sound of running water that filled his ears, though they remained honed on the scraping sound in the distance. Due to the shape and design of the tunnels, Harrison couldn’t tell if he was getting closer to the source of the noise or if it was just continuing to echo. He’d started now though, and there was no turning back.  
 
      
 
    Slowly but surely, Harrison’s eyes started to adapt more to the darkness, his flashlight only providing a very dim crescent circle of light in front of him. When they did, he began to notice little things on the tunnel walls that seemed unusual to him, spirals drawn in chalk or pieces of material hanging off the jagged rock. Now that he was able to see more clearly, Harrison grew more certain that these markers had been left on the walls for a reason, to guide someone or leave a marker of some sort.  
 
      
 
    Then a noise broke through the silence that chilled Harrison to his very core, a noise that made his mouth grow dry and his heart almost skip a beat. A voice. A female voice. It was just for a second, a sound so short that Harrison couldn’t even figure out what the voice was saying, but in the gloomy silence of the sewers it was unmistakable. There was someone else down there with him.  
 
      
 
    Picking up his pace, Harrison immediately pressed forward, his boots causing the water to splash loudly around his feet for a few paces before he stopped suddenly. He had to approach this with caution. Whoever was down in the sewer almost definitely didn’t know he was down there too. If he was just to go running up to them without taking the necessary precautions, he could scare them off, or even worse, push them into taking action against him. The last thing Harrison wanted was to end up in a shootout underneath Toronto. That was one place he could guarantee their bodies would never be recovered from.  
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, Harrison forced himself to slow down. He continued walking at a steady pace where the water barely rippled around his feet as he moved, skulking through the darkness like a lion stalking its prey. Though, that was another problem Harrison immediately thought of: he didn’t want to seem like a threat. There was a fine line between revealing himself while not coming across as dangerous, and revealing himself and not becoming a victim himself. Of all the doomsday scenarios Harrison had trained for, dealing with people was sadly not one of them.  
 
      
 
    As all of these worries rattled through his mind, he heard another voice break the silence. A man’s voice this time, speaking just above a whisper. Thankfully, due to the design of the tunnels, the sound carried over to Harrison as if he stood next to the man, the words he was speaking ringing out as clear as day in his ears.  
 
      
 
    “Come back inside now, please. The kids are getting worried.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison froze, listening carefully for the voice that might reply. Sadly, more silence was the only response he received, joined by the sudden stop of the scraping sound. With that gone, the sewers suddenly felt darker and more dangerous around Harrison. He didn’t dare move in case he made a sound, but internally he begged for the scraping sound to start up again. It didn’t. Instead, he heard the dim sound of shuffling, followed by a stifled crash and a strange grating noise. As the tunnels then plummeted into a complete hush, Harrison grew more unnerved than ever.  
 
      
 
    There were definitely people living in the sewers, or somewhere underground that connected to them. There was definitely a man and a woman and they had kids. Plural. Harrison shook his head to himself in disbelief as he imagined children living in the tunnels he had just walked. It was almost unfathomable, had he not just heard the words spoken himself. Urging his body forward, Harrison continued to move. He desperately needed to find out what was happening now.  
 
      
 
    Caring slightly less about the noise his footsteps made, Harrison quickly traversed the tunnels in the direction he thought the voice had come from. He angled his flashlight at every wall, searching for any sign of human life, for any indication that someone was nearby.  
 
      
 
    He was moving at such a speed that, had he not trained himself over several years to observe the unobservable, even Harrison would’ve missed it. There, just above his head, was a ledge that jutted out wide enough for someone to sit on and just behind that there was a grate. A doorway. An entrance. A passage to…something. Harrison almost let out a cry of joy when he saw it, a little voice inside of him telling him that was exactly what he’d been searching for.  
 
      
 
    In between heavy, anticipatory breaths, Harrison backed up slightly and stood on his tiptoes, allowing himself a couple of extra inches of height so he could just see onto the ledge and into the dark grate behind it. The grate wasn’t what caught his eye, though. Instead, it was the pointed rock that sat on the ledge and the chiseled patterns in the rock wall that it had caused. The source of the scraping sound. Someone’s drawings. Someone’s drawings that looked very, very familiar.  
 
      
 
    With complete and utter disregard for whatever noise he was making, Harrison stuffed his flashlight back into his mouth and hoisted his body up onto the ledge. It was a near impossible task, but somehow Harrison’s strength increased just when he needed it, adrenaline coursing through his veins and giving his muscles the extra boost they needed to lift his body.  
 
      
 
    Once he was on the ledge, he pointed the flashlight straight into the grate, noticing immediately that it wasn’t sealed shut. In fact, it looked like it was opened and closed on a regular basis, the small tunnel behind just wide enough for a human to wriggle through. For Harrison it would be an extremely tight squeeze, but he knew he was going to make himself fit one way or another. After discarding his smaller rucksack and leaving it behind on the ledge, his frame could just move through. With the flashlight clamped between his teeth, Harrison crawled through the tunnel like an Army Ranger, his heart pounding in his chest at what he was about to find.  
 
      
 
    The air in the tunnel grew less damp the farther he crawled, the smell of the sewers fading away into the background. Gradually it was replaced with the smell of dirt, of soil and fertilizer, weirdly combined with the fragrance of smoke and campfires. Harrison furrowed his brow but didn’t stop moving, his confusion only pushing him on harder to reach whatever lay at the end of the tunnel.  
 
      
 
    Voices. After a few more seconds of crawling, Harrison heard them clear as day. They were muted and quiet, muffled somewhat, but they were there. He forced his body forward, desperation welling up inside of him like a pipe about to burst. Then light. Light at the end of the tunnel. There was another grate, one that seemed to open out into somewhere safer, somewhere that the voices were coming from.  
 
      
 
    Harrison pushed on, crashing his arms into the grate as soon as he was in touching distance and hurling his body through to the other side. That’s when he fell. The sharp drop on the other side of the grate came as quite a surprise to Harrison, as his body tumbled through and eventually smashed into the hard ground below. His head turned foggy and his eyesight blurred as Harrison tried to make sense of what had happened. Then he heard a noise again. A voice. The most beautiful voice he had ever heard, and just as suddenly as he had fallen, everything was okay.  
 
      
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Squinting into the sunlight, Len wished Harrison had left the binoculars behind. He was sure he could make out several figures walking toward them, and were it not for the angle of the sun as it rose over the city of Toronto, he would be certain. As it were, he was forced to just continue watching, desperately trying to make out who was approaching.  
 
      
 
    Harrison strode back toward the small abandoned building where he’d left his bicycle with a huge grin on his face. He couldn’t believe what had happened; every time he looked to his right and saw Nina walking beside him, he had to pinch himself to remember that it was real. Her appearance had changed a fair bit, her face aged several years and her body broader and stronger, but underneath it all, she was still Harrison’s little girl. She was still his daughter.  
 
      
 
    Looking at Nina, Harrison couldn’t be prouder of the woman she’d become. She was strong, independent, and determined, but even more than that, she was everything Harrison had failed to be. She was a role model. She was a parent and she was doing an incredible job of it.  
 
      
 
    After tumbling out of the sewer tunnel, Harrison had found himself in the underground parking lot of an apartment building. An apartment building that just happened to be home to his daughter. Harrison didn’t want to think about luck or any other factors that might have contributed to him finding his daughter, he just knew that it had been meant to be and that was enough for him. After the apartment building had started to crumble due to the impact of so many fallen planes around it, Nina and several of the other residents had rushed downstairs, hiding themselves underground so they were protected from the falling building. The only downside to that action was that they all became trapped down there, the only possible way out through the tunnels of the sewers, none of them ever making it out without fear of losing their way. Nina had carried faith with her, though. Despite everything that had happened between her and her father, something had told her that he would come for her. She had marked their location on the sewer walls, never giving up hope that Harrison would find her. Find her, and the rest of their family.  
 
      
 
    For it wasn’t only Nina that Harrison walked beside. He was also joined by her husband and their two children, a boy named Andrew and a girl named Sophie. When Harrison heard the two children’s names, he was unable to hold back the tears. Andrew had been his late father’s name, and Sophie was named after his late wife, Nina’s mother. It meant the world to him that the children had been named after family members—it was so much more than just history; it was a promise that Nina had never given up on him. A promise that she had stayed faithful all these years, much more than Harrison could have ever asked for.  
 
      
 
    When Len finally recognized one of the figures walking toward him, he let out a cry of excitement and punched the air. He had never given up on Harrison and it looked like his daughter hadn’t either. As the group approached, Len was unable to put into words how immensely blessed he knew they all were. Two families remained intact after everything that had happened. Through all the destruction and the death and the devastation that the solar crash had caused, two families remained strong and remained together. They might not have started their journey as one, but that was how they had finished it. Now Len knew that no matter what else the solar crash had to throw at them, they would find a way to not only survive, but also to rebuild and eventually return the world to how it once was. 
 
      
 
    Other Post-Apocalyptic Books from Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
    Final Dawn: The Complete Original Series Box Set 
 
    Clocking in at nearly 300,000 words with over 250,000 copies sold, this is the complete collection of the original bestselling post-apocalyptic Final Dawn series. If you enjoy gripping, thrilling post-apocalyptic action with compelling and well-written characters you’ll love Final Dawn. 
 
      
 
    Final Dawn: Arkhangelsk: The Complete Trilogy Box Set 
 
    The Arkhangelsk Trilogy is the first follow-up series set in the bestselling Final Dawn universe and delivers more thrills, fun and just a few scares. The crew of the Russian Typhoon submarine Arkhangelsk travel to a foreign shore in search of survivors, but what the find threatens their fragile rebuilding efforts in the post-apocalyptic world. 
 
      
 
    No Sanctuary 
 
    A nationwide terrorist attack has left the country in shambles and the country's transportation capabilities are crippled beyond repair. Frank Richards barely escapes with his life when he watches his truck explode in front of his eyes. As chaos descends across the country, Frank's home-grown survival and preparedness training and the help of a mysterious stranger he meets are the only things he can rely on to see him safely across the thousand miles separating him and his loved ones. 
 
      
 
    Surviving the Fall 
 
    Surviving the Fall is an episodic post-apocalyptic series that follows Rick and Dianne Waters as they struggle to survive after a devastating and mysterious worldwide attack. Trapped on the opposite side of the country from his family, Rick must fight to get home while his wife and children struggle to survive as danger lurks around every corner. 
 
      
 
    Prip’Yat: The Beast of Chernobyl 
 
    Two teens and two Spetsnaz officers travel to the town of Prip’Yat set just outside the remains of the Chernobyl power plant. The teens are there for a night of exploration. The special forces are there to pursue a creature that shouldn’t exist. This short thriller set around the site of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster will keep your heart racing right through to the very end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Fantasy Books from Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
    The Makeshift Wizard: Death Magic 
 
    The Makeshift Wizard series is a new action-packed urban fantasy series from bestselling post-apocalyptic author Mike Kraus writing as MJ Kraus.  
 
    My job was supposed to be easy. Investigate a bleed farm, find the a-hole vamps who've been kidnapping Normals and bring down some street justice. Now I've got a relic in my hands that was created with the blood and death magic of an elder Vampire and a whole lot more questions than answers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



THE 
 
    QUELL 
 
      
 
    SOLAR CRASH 
 
    Book 6 
 
      
 
    By 
 
    E S Richards 
 
    Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
      
 
    © 2019 Muonic Press Inc 
 
      
 
    www.muonic.com  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    www.MikeKrausBooks.com 
 
    hello@mikeKrausBooks.com 
 
    www.facebook.com/MikeKrausBooks 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, without the permission in writing from the author. 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
A

Ol Al

AT ET U E ('L






