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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Len’s mouth dropped open. He couldn’t believe it. He’d traveled so far to find his family, but there had always been a tiny bit of doubt in the back of his mind that he would never find them again. Now that doubt was gone. He couldn’t even remember feeling it as all of his thoughts became occupied by one word. One woman. Amy.  
 
      
 
    Both of them stared at each other in absolute silence. Len couldn’t find any words to say. Everything he had thought about bringing up when he saw Amy again vanished from his memories. He was overcome with elation at the sight of her in front of him. She was just as beautiful as he remembered, maybe even more so. Her face and body had thinned somewhat due to her time on the road since everything happened, but her body was also more muscular and defined. Her clothes, on the other hand, were spotless, inevitably borrowed from Ellen or Maria who must be inside with James. James. Was their son inside the lake house as well? As Len slowly started to blink and regain control of his body, thousands of questions regarding his family started to return to his mind.  
 
      
 
    “A—Amy,” Len’s voice croaked with emotion as he started to speak, his mouth devoid of saliva as he stared at his ex-wife. That single word was all he managed before his legs started staggering forward, almost without his control. He needed to touch her. He needed to hold Amy in his arms before he could truly believe it was real.  
 
      
 
    As Len’s arms wrapped around Amy’s body, he felt her sharp intake of breath and stiffened for a moment before her entire body went limp and she collapsed into his embrace. Tears immediately filled Len’s eyes as he held her, allowing them to fall freely down his cheeks and drip softly onto the top of Amy’s head. Her hair smelled comfortable, like returning home after a long time away and finding everything as it had been. And that was what the moment was really like for Len. With Amy in his arms, he finally felt like he was home, like he was where he was supposed to be.  
 
      
 
    “How?” Amy finally spoke after a moment, mumbling the word into Len’s chest. “How did you…?” 
 
      
 
    “Does it matter?” Len replied as Amy trailed off, holding her tighter as the need to protect the woman he loved grew and grew with every second of their closeness. “I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
      
 
    Curling his fingers around the fabric of the top Amy wore, Len knew he was speaking the truth. Now that he had her back in his life, he wasn’t going to let her go ever again. They could talk about everything that had happened in due time, but for the moment he just needed to be with his family. He needed them to know he was there for them and that he was going to protect them through everything that came their way. The man he had been in the past was long gone, and the man Len had become was different. He would prove that to Amy and she would see that they belonged together.  
 
      
 
    “James?” Len questioned after another brief moment’s pause. “Where is James?” 
 
      
 
    Amy pulled away from Len’s hold for a second, looking up and making eye contact with him, both of their tear-filled gazes taking in every moment like it was the last bit of oxygen they would ever receive. “He’s upstairs,” Amy smiled. “He’s safe.” 
 
      
 
    “Can we…” Len started to speak, his voice shaking once more at the promise of being able to see his son again.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Amy nodded. “I’ll take you to him.” 
 
      
 
    Taking Amy’s hand and holding it firmly, Len allowed her to lead him inside the house and to where his son was waiting. He could hardly contain himself. He blinked rapidly to try and shed the tears from his eyes, not wanting his son to see him cry. It was an impossible task though. Len was so overcome with emotion he wondered if he would ever see straight again. Ever since that first moment in Chicago when everything had started going wrong, getting to James had been his sole motivation. It had kept him strong through some of the hardest moments of his life and now he was going to see the little boy who would make it all worth it.  
 
      
 
    “He’s through there.”  
 
      
 
    Amy let go of Len’s hand and pointed towards a door, half-closed. Len couldn’t hear any noises coming from the other side as he slowly stepped forward, his legs shaking beneath him. A part of him wondered whether they would be able to hold his weight or whether he would just collapse in the doorway, no strength left in his muscles. A hammering filled his ears as he pushed open the door, his heart thumping in his chest with a fervor he had never before experienced.  
 
      
 
    “Dad!”  
 
      
 
    Len felt like a train had hit him. James cried out and ran into his arms, Len’s legs giving way at just the right moment so he sank down to his son’s level. A lump formed in his throat as more tears streamed down his face, the magnitude of the emotions he felt unable to be kept inside. Squeezing his son’s tiny body in his arms, Len knew everything had been worth it. He loved his little boy more than anything in the world. It was impossible to put into words how he felt. Sheer bliss filled every part of him, every inch of his skin and every tiny pore on its surface. In that moment, suddenly and completely, he was whole again.  
 
      
 
    Len held his son for what felt like hours until he heard Amy cry out from behind him. Immediately he spun around, seeing Amy standing in the doorway of the room, her arms outstretched in front of her and her body shaking slightly. Standing in front of her, his 9mm Glock in his right hand was Harrison, the older man slowly taking in his surroundings.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Len took a few steps forward and held his arm out in front of Amy’s body, turning to look her in the face. “It’s okay, that’s my friend. That’s Harrison.” 
 
      
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Harrison said slightly awkwardly after a moment, placing his pistol in its holster and holding out his hand for Amy to shake. “You must be Amy. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
      
 
    Amy shook Harrison’s hand slowly though she kept her eyes locked on Len, questioning him with her gaze.  
 
      
 
    “Harrison has been traveling with me,” Len started to explain. “We left Chicago together and he’s helped me get to you. Honestly, if it wasn’t for him, I don’t think I’d have even made it out of the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Now, now,” Harrison chuckled. “You’ve got to give yourself a bit more credit than that, Len.” 
 
      
 
    Len smiled at his friend, the reality that all four of them were safe at the lake house still not completely sinking in. Suddenly the question of where Ellen and Maria were jumped into his head, neither of them making an appearance while he had been reuniting with his family.  
 
      
 
    “Is it just you here?” Len turned his head and asked Amy, noticing James loitering in the doorway to the side of him, the atmosphere between everyone still slightly strange. “Where are Ellen and Maria?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re not here,” Amy shook her head and looked down at the floor. “They caught a plane to the Bahamas before…before everything.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len replied with a smile, reaching out to take his ex-wife’s hand. “They’ll be fine then, I’m sure of it. You don’t need to worry about them.” 
 
      
 
    Amy smiled back at Len, understanding that he was trying to make her feel better but still worried about the fate of her friends. She wanted to believe that everything was fine where they were, but her better judgment and past experiences told her that nothing was certain anymore. After a moment she closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She had to be thankful for what she had and in that current moment, it was more than she’d thought would be possible. 
 
      
 
    “So,” Amy looked over at Harrison, the prepper still standing awkwardly at the top of the stairs. “You came all the way from Chicago too?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s right,” Harrison nodded, “I actually lived just down the road from your old place. Just so happened to be outside when Len got back so I was able to grab him and get things on the right path.” 
 
      
 
    “Grab him?” Amy questioned, raising her eyebrows at the words Harrison had used.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll explain everything to you later,” Len jumped in, not wanting to discuss the circumstances of how he and Harrison met just yet. “Why don’t we sit down? James?” Len turned to look at his son, the young boy’s eyes darting between each of the adults. “Do you want to meet Harrison?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded and took a couple of steps forward, his eyes focused downwards on the floorboards, though his right arm reached out and his fingers grasped onto Len’s hand. The action nearly knocked the breath out of Len once more. Just the fact he was able to hold hands with his son had previously been an almost unimaginable thought. He was going to have to pinch himself later to finally accept this was all real.  
 
      
 
    “Hello, young man,” Harrison bent down on one knee in front of James, giving him a broad smile. “It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
      
 
    James looked up briefly and smiled at Harrison, his eyes flitting momentarily to the pistol at his waist and the A3 rifle that was slung over his back. Neither of the two men had removed their rucksacks or weapons yet, though the gear seemed out of place in the innocent family home. They shrugged them off and leaned them up against a wall as Amy started walking back into the lounge where she and James had been previously. James’s drawings were still scattered across the carpet, the picture of the two men in the distance the first thing that had alerted Amy to Len and Harrison’s approach.  
 
      
 
    “Wow!” Len exclaimed as he saw them, squeezing James’s hand in his own. “Are these yours? Can you show me?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded more enthusiastically and let go of Len’s hand to pick up his drawings, holding them out proudly to his father. Len had no idea what his son had been through since the coronal mass ejection first hit, but he was thrilled to see he still had a smile on his face and—aside from a slightly bloody bandage over his shoulder that he would ask Amy about later—seemed unharmed.  
 
      
 
    Harrison stood to the side of one of the couches, a cautious hand still resting on his pistol underneath the folds of his jacket. He was pleased for Len and it made him feel proud that after everything, they had managed to track down his family. He watched the father gushing over his son’s drawings while Amy sat on the couch also watching the pair of them. Harrison could understand why she had been shocked and probably scared to see him walking up the stairs, but he hoped once everything was explained she would warm to him. He knew he wasn’t the most sociable man, but Harrison felt his time with Len had changed that slightly, and he was much more willing to make an effort.  
 
      
 
    Still, as he watched the family dynamic, Harrison couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable about their surroundings. It was strange that they had found this small collection of lake houses all uninhabited. He understood that people wouldn’t live in them all year round, but it certainly seemed like the season for families to visit. In addition to that, he hadn’t found anything wrong with the place yet. There didn’t seem to be any signs of damage or other results from the solar crash. For Harrison, that only made him more suspicious. He had learned over the years that things were almost never as they seemed and if somewhere seemed perfect, it almost certainly wasn’t.  
 
      
 
    It was a matter he could broach privately in his own time though. He didn’t want to worry Len or Amy with his reservations before it was absolutely necessary. They had just gotten their family back together and they deserved time to enjoy that. It was a feeling Harrison hoped to have himself soon; now that Len had been reunited, the natural next leg of the journey for him was Canada. His daughter was waiting and as he saw how happy Len was, Harrison knew he wanted that feeling for himself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Watching the father of her child smiling and playing with her son, Amy couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so happy. It was a feeling that was coupled with many other confusing emotions, her divorce from Len still fresh in her memories. There was a reason their marriage had broken down and Amy couldn’t forget it, but in that moment she just wanted to focus on what was making her smile. Her family was whole again, and that was the most important thing to her.  
 
      
 
    The potential that they could all stay in Ellen and Maria’s lake house was a promising one to Amy. Of all the places she had briefly stayed on their journey, it definitely felt like the most secure. Her mind lingered briefly on the country club where they had met Giles and the time she had spent with him. A distant smile crept across her face as she remembered the man, stifled only by the horrible fact she had learned in the woods. Grand Rapids was overrun and Giles was probably a lost cause within those city walls.  
 
      
 
    She wondered also how Katie and Derek were surviving in the woods. Now that she knew the lake house was here and undisturbed, it made sense that Katie’s family came to join them. Sammy and Jessica could have some semblance of their childhood back, all the other houses that neighbored Ellen and Maria’s were deserted and waiting for someone to make them their home again.  
 
      
 
    It was strange that no one was around, but that was yet another feeling that Amy didn’t want to dwell on. Her friends had left before everything happened to go on vacation; it was perfectly likely that the same had happened with the other residents. Amy knew the houses weren’t filled all year round and she didn’t want to be forced to think of any negative reasons why people may have left after the power went down.  
 
      
 
    Harrison, Len’s friend, could stay with them as well, she decided. She didn’t recognize the older man at all, despite him saying he had lived nearby in Chicago. Amy had always tried to be sociable with the people who lived on their street; she had even kept in touch with one couple after moving to South Haven. Harrison’s face didn’t feature at all in her memories though.  
 
      
 
    Not that it mattered. According to Len he had been a great help on their journey and just from meeting the man briefly that was something Amy believed. She knew Len, and he wasn’t an outdoorsman. In the back of her mind she had doubted whether he would have survived the solar crash and now that he was with her, she was sure Harrison had played a pivotal role in keeping her ex-husband alive. That was something she was truly grateful for. Not least because it meant James had his father back, but also for her. Her feelings for Len were confusing, but she was willing to try and sort through them in order to make their future as bright as possible. A complete family was what she had always wanted for her children and now that she had the opportunity to get that back, she wasn’t going to fight against it.  
 
      
 
    “Are you tired James?” 
 
      
 
    Len’s voice distracted Amy from her thoughts and she looked over at her son, his mouth wide open as he yawned and nodded. The picture he had previously been showing Len lay discarded on the carpet, the light slowly fading outside as darkness crept in.  
 
      
 
    “Shall we get you to bed?” 
 
      
 
    “I can take him,” Amy interjected after Len’s question, climbing up from the couch and reaching over for her son’s hand. “Come on, James.” 
 
      
 
    Offering a smile to Len and then to Harrison who still stood awkwardly in the corner of the room, Amy led James away and down the hallway to one of the guest bedrooms. She could tell James would be fast asleep in seconds as she helped him take off his shoes and clothes, wrapping him tightly in several blankets as he laid his head on the pillow.  
 
      
 
    “Is he really here?” James mumbled as Amy started to leave the room, turning back to look at her beautiful child.  
 
      
 
    “Yes he is,” Amy spoke as she stroked his hair. “Your dad is back, darling.” 
 
      
 
    James let out a little murmur and snuggled down further into the bedding, his eyes closed and a blissful smile on his face. The same smile claimed Amy’s face as she watched him for a second, knowing how much this must mean to her son. Once she was sure he was asleep, Amy left the room and closed the door behind her, deliberating whether to leave it slightly ajar or not. In the end that’s exactly what she did; she felt safe in the lake house, but she still wanted to be sure. It had been several nights since she’d slept away from her son and as she walked back to where Len and Harrison waited, a pang of longing twisted in her stomach.  
 
      
 
    “Harrison’s gone downstairs to make some food,” Len spoke up as Amy found him sitting alone in the front room. “For us, as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah,” Amy paused for a moment. “That’s great.”  
 
      
 
    A few seconds of silence spanned out between them, neither sure what to say to the other. It was obvious Harrison had excused himself to give them some alone time but now that they had it, Amy wasn’t sure what to do. She sat down on the edge of the couch beside Len, a small gap between them almost like they were teenagers just getting to know one another. The reality couldn’t have been further from the truth; they’d been through so much and yet somehow, there weren’t any words they could think of.  
 
      
 
    “When did you get here?” Len asked eventually, shuffling back slightly on the couch in an attempt to make himself appear more relaxed.  
 
      
 
    “Only a few hours before you did,” Amy calculated. “It was James’s drawing that made me realize someone was here. He drew the two of you, and I didn’t even realize.” 
 
      
 
    “A few hours?” Len questioned, focusing only on the first part of Amy’s sentence. “Why did it take you that long to get here? Did something happen?” 
 
      
 
    Amy sighed lightly and chewed on her bottom lip. She knew the two of them would have to share their stories, but she just wasn’t sure how to put everything into words. Taking a deep breath, she too shuffled backwards on the couch and tried to sum up what had happened to her and James.  
 
      
 
    “We ran into a few,” Amy paused, “speed bumps. We left home the day after everything happened. I got James from school in the middle of it and eventually we made it back to the house.” 
 
      
 
    “In the middle of it?” Len interrupted, eager to know every tiny detail of what happened to Amy and his son. “We saw what happened in South Haven. Did you…? Were you…?” 
 
      
 
    “Things started exploding almost instantly,” Amy spoke quietly, remembering what it had been like to be trapped amongst the burning vehicles. “His school caught fire, but they had all been evacuated beforehand. We had to walk back through the center of town to get home, which was when all the cars started going off.”  
 
      
 
    Amy paused again. Her bottom lip wobbled as she remembered losing James in the crowd. That moment where she’d thought she had lost him had been the worst moment of her life up to that point. Many more had surpassed it since, but she could still feel the heat of the cars around her and hear the screams of people in the air as she desperately searched for her child.  
 
      
 
    “We got back all right in the end,” Amy continued, skipping over the more painful memories. She would fill Len in on them later, but for now she couldn’t bring herself to go into too much detail. “Then I…I fell asleep on the couch.” 
 
      
 
    Len frowned as he saw Amy shudder, frantically trying to piece together her story of what had happened. He remembered the dead body he had found at Amy’s house when they arrived and the blood that had decorated her living room.  
 
      
 
    “What happened?” He asked Amy softly. “I was there. I saw the blood and—and the body. Who was that man?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Amy shook her head and looked down at her lap. “Those people broke in while I was sleeping. They were trying to steal things. Food. Supplies. I’m not really sure. I told James to hide but they found him anyway. So I told him to run. One of them had a knife and…” 
 
      
 
    Amy trailed off again, reliving the moment when Zephyr had stabbed that man in her front room. Flashbacks tore through her as she watched herself dragging his corpse out of the house and hiding it from James’s view. He still didn’t know what had happened there and she didn’t want him to ever find out.  
 
      
 
    “One of them stabbed the other. I had to get rid of the body so James wouldn’t see it. I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Len reached over and placed an arm around Amy’s shoulder, pulling her body closer to his. “You did the right thing, Amy. You were protecting our child and from what I’ve seen today, you’ve done an incredible job.” 
 
      
 
    Amy sniffed and let Len hold on to her for a moment, appreciating the human contact that she hadn’t felt in some time. “We left the next morning,” she eventually continued, not moving her body so she remained in Len’s light embrace. “We started walking north. I’d always planned to come here. That’s why I left that note. I didn’t think you—or anyone—would ever see it really, but it just felt like the right thing to do.” 
 
      
 
    “And I’m so glad you did,” Len replied, holding Amy a little bit tighter. “So, so glad.” 
 
      
 
    “We got to the country club; the one by the beach. I’m not sure if you remember it?” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded. He remembered it well.  
 
      
 
    “Well everything seemed fine when we got there. There were people inside. Nice people who took us in and said we could stay. I thought maybe that would be enough, you know? We were close to home and nothing seemed to be going wrong. Until…” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Len interrupted again, aware that Amy was having difficulties recounting her story. “We were there,” he continued. “Harrison and I, we saw it. Please don’t tell me you were inside when it collapsed?” 
 
      
 
    Amy sniffed and nodded, resting her head slightly against Len’s chest. “It was horrible,” her voice caught in her throat as she remembered it. “It all happened so fast and then James…” 
 
      
 
    “Shh,” Len tried to calm his ex-wife. “You don’t need to tell me about it, not yet if you don’t want to. Maybe it’s too soon for us to be having this conversation? I don’t want to upset you.” 
 
      
 
    Amy took several deep breaths and tried to calm herself but already the memories had come back to her. She was back in the crumbling building once more, smoke and ash clouding her vision as she desperately searched for her son. Her eyes grew wet as she remembered the sensation of loss she had felt, the feeling of failure as she struggled to find James.  
 
      
 
    “Actually,” Len spoke again, moving away from her body and distracting Amy for a moment. “I have something for you.” 
 
      
 
    Amy watched Len with a puzzled expression on her face as he pushed himself up from the couch and walked toward his rucksack, which leaned against the wall. He unclipped the straps and dug around inside for a moment before pulling something out and holding it against his chest. When he turned around Amy let out a loud gasp, seeing him holding two identical wooden boxes in his hands.  
 
      
 
    “Is that?” 
 
      
 
    “We found it in the wreckage,” Len nodded, walking back to Amy and handing one of the boxes to her. “I can’t believe you took it with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course I did,” Amy whispered as she carefully opened the box and looked at the contents. Everything was there, just as she’d left it. She couldn’t believe it. How this little box had managed to survive all of that and somehow make it back to her.  
 
      
 
    “Of course I did,” Amy repeated slightly louder, looking up at Len who held his own box in his hands. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    The two of them stared at each other for a long time, neither daring to break eye contact. The confusing mix of emotions swam around and around in Amy’s head as she looked at her ex-husband. It meant so much to her that he had returned her box, but as she looked at him she realized it meant so much more that he was actually by her side. Her wedding ring rattled slightly inside the wooden box as she set it down on her knees and she wondered, possibly, if she would one day wear it again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Bending down, Harrison scooped up a handful of soil and raised it to his face. He inhaled deeply, taking in the aromas from the ground and trying to discern if anything didn’t seem right. He hadn’t mentioned anything to Len or Amy yet, but he didn’t think they should stay at the lake house.  
 
      
 
    Since they had arrived yesterday, Harrison had been gradually picking up on little things that made him feel ever so slightly more suspicious about the area. His first big clue was the lack of visible damage. Everywhere he had passed through since leaving Chicago had shown discernable marks of the CME in some fashion. Whether it was something obvious like the towns burned to the ground by fires or the smashed windows of storefronts by looters, or the more subtle hints like cars parked at odd angles or a buildup of dust and dirt on the houses. No matter what it was, there was evidence of some description everywhere. Everywhere, that was, except at the lake house.  
 
      
 
    The second thing that made Harrison uneasy was the lack of people. He had already decided that if he didn’t find at least a single dead body when he went out and scouted the other houses later that day that would be the decider for him telling Len his suspicions. He didn’t want to worry his friend, but the fact that the dozen lake houses were all completely deserted was unmistakably strange.  
 
      
 
    He and Len had found people living in some truly disgusting environments. Harrison remembered the diseased people they had come across in Union Pier, one side of their town closed off by a roadblock. If people were comfortable living there, why wouldn’t these luxurious houses have been taken off the market? Something had to be wrong and he was determined to find out what. But he wanted to do it alone.  
 
      
 
    So while Len, Amy, and James all still slept upstairs, Harrison slipped on his walking boots and made his way out into the back garden of the house, admiring the large painting on the wall for a second. He couldn’t find anything strange on the property, the soil seemed natural—it was bone dry from the weeks that had passed without rain, but he couldn’t smell any toxins or pesticides within it. That, at least, was a good thing.  
 
      
 
    Pulling out the crudely drawn map of the eleven other lake houses he had scribbled together that morning, Harrison set off for the farthest one. He planned to check inside all of them, making his way back to Ellen and Maria’s by the end of the day. He’d left a brief note for Len explaining what he would be doing, sliding it under the door to the room where his old friend slept. It had only been a few lines as Harrison would rather not have disclosed what he was doing. He just wanted Len to know where he was in case.  
 
      
 
    The sun was shining brightly already in the sky as Harrison cut through back gardens on his walk. He admired the large houses, all featuring overhanging balconies and beautiful garden furniture that he pushed to the side where needed. He always chuckled to himself as he was reminded how the other half lived. He wondered how any of the former lake house residents would’ve coped spending a night in his bunker. The memory of his underground haven caused a twinge of longing to resonate in Harrison.    
 
      
 
    As he eventually reached the farthest property, Harrison cast an eye over his surroundings. He was always keeping watch, even when his mind was on other things; he just wanted to be doubly certain that nothing had changed. And it hadn’t. There wasn’t a single wisp of movement save for the gentle breeze that blew in off the lake, making the temperature slightly more bearable.  
 
      
 
    Climbing the couple of steps to the front door, Harrison gave the handle a tug and was surprised to find it locked. He tilted his head to one side for a second and pondered, before making his way back down the steps and around the side of the building. Similar to the one he had slept in last night, this lake house had three entrances. The side door, which in Ellen and Maria’s house led into the pantry, was also locked, as were the glass double doors that led out to the garden. After trying all three Harrison made his way back to the side door, choosing the method that Amy had used before him to enter the property.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take him long to pick the lock and gain entry. As with many things, Harrison had taught himself how to enter a locked door undetected over the years. It was all part of his training for the apocalypse that might never come. At that thought he smiled to himself. He had known his preparedness would come in handy one day.  
 
      
 
    Stepping inside, Harrison sniffed the air once more. Nothing seemed out of place. As he’d expected, he had entered a storeroom, though unlike Ellen and Maria’s this one was used to keep fishing tackle and camping gear, along with several old pairs of shoes. He moved carefully through the contents of the room, opening the door at the other end to a sort of utility/laundry room, another design that mirrored the house where his friends waited for him.  
 
      
 
    With each move he made, Harrison paused afterwards to listen for any sounds coming from deeper inside the house. Nothing looked to have been disturbed by anyone else, nor did it look like the residents had left in a hurry. With each room Harrison passed through the story remained the same. Everything had its place and nothing was out of it. Blankets were folded at the ends of beds. Cupboards were kept tidy with no sign of any perishable food. The more time Harrison spent in the house, the more it started to look like whoever had lived there had left before everything happened. Exactly how Ellen and Maria had. He was only one house into his search and already Harrison didn’t like where his findings were heading.  
 
      
 
    By the time Harrison reached the ninth house, he was convinced something had caused the residents to leave the area. His only problem was figuring out what that was. A large part of him suspected it wasn’t related to the solar crash at all and was something that had happened beforehand, but try as he might he just couldn’t put his finger on it.  
 
      
 
    There was evidence in another two of the houses that the people who lived there had gone on vacation. Four more of them seemed like no one had lived in them for a while. But that still didn’t explain why the others had left, and in such an orderly manner. That was probably the strangest part. It was like everyone had been given time to prepare and leave the area. There weren’t any signs of panic or a rushed exit; everything was packed away neatly, the refrigerators emptied, and the trash put outside the house.  
 
      
 
    Harrison was truly stumped. He’d been sure when he set out on his search that morning that he’d find something to tip him off. A few corpses had been what he’d been counting on, the dead often leaving behind clues about their demise. Entering the final lake house before he returned to Len and his family, Harrison almost found himself wishing for a dead body. It was a cruel thought, but after over six hours of searching he desperately wanted some solid evidence to take back with him.  
 
      
 
    Making his way inside, Harrison didn’t even bother to check the other doors. He’d stopped doing it several houses ago, finding the same thing every time with all three of them locked up properly. He wedged the crowbar he’d found in house number three into the side door and entered the storeroom on the other side, finding this one laid out as a game room for young children.  
 
      
 
    Walking through it to the second door, noticing the neatly stacked pile of toys and freshly folded blankets, Harrison was prepared for more of the same. The smell that hit him as soon as he opened the second door put those thoughts instantly to rest, the familiar stench of decay filling his nostrils.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to realize where the smell was coming from. Harrison was forced to hold his left arm over his mouth and nose as he climbed the staircase, his other hand reaching for his 9mm in its holster. From his newly formed knowledge of how each of the lake houses was laid out, Harrison knew the smell was coming from the bathroom as soon as he stepped onto the landing. With his Glock now firmly gripped in his right hand he edged toward the door, pausing outside and gently twisting the handle. Locked.  
 
      
 
    Placing his pistol back in its holster for a second, Harrison withdrew the crowbar and eased it into the crack of the door. After one firm push the woodwork cracked and the door rocked open a couple of inches, creating his entrance. Instantly Harrison grabbed his Glock once more, his eyes almost watering from the stench that was now free to occupy every room of the house. Slowly, though Harrison knew what he would find on the other side, he pushed the door open with his foot. There, hanging from a crudely made noose above the bath, hung a woman’s body, her feet dangling just a few inches above the spotless, porcelain tub. 
 
      
 
    Harrison winced. After letting out several throaty coughs he slowly started to adjust to the smell enough to remove his arm from his face. He placed his Glock back in its holster, the contents of the room obviously posing no threat to him.  
 
      
 
    Why had this woman killed herself? Harrison forced himself to take a closer look at the body, inspecting the noose around her neck and how it had been attached to the shower rail above. The first thing he determined was that it was definitely suicide. There were no obvious signs of a struggle and no defensive wounds on the woman’s body. Harrison was certain she had taken her own life.  
 
      
 
    Sadly though, that didn’t provide him with any more answers as to what had happened at the lake houses. Something told him this woman was a big clue, but he needed to investigate further. There was nothing he could do for her. From the state of the body Harrison suspected she had been dead for at least a couple of weeks, perhaps even longer. Now all he needed to do was try and find out the reason why she had killed herself, and that meant digging through every tiny item in her lake house. There had to be a hint somewhere and he wasn’t going to leave until he found it.  
 
      
 
    Making the executive decision to start downstairs, if only to escape the smell slightly, Harrison closed the bathroom door and walked away from the body. He’d seen several rooms set up as studies in the other lake houses and decided that was probably a good bet. The first door he opened revealed just that, Harrison smiling to himself slightly at how predictable all the people who lived in the area must have been. Although perhaps with the exception of the woman upstairs—there was certainly something different about her.  
 
      
 
    Reams and reams of papers filled the study, stacked on every surface and spilling out of the filing cabinets that lined the walls. Harrison sighed and rolled his eyes to himself. This wasn’t going to be fun.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long to figure out what the woman upstairs had done for a living, but aside from that Harrison couldn’t make out very much from the papers in front of him. They were filled with chemical equations, some mildly familiar but the majority completely beyond Harrison’s level of knowledge. The dead woman—Rebecca Brown, as he’d found out she was called—had been a scientist of some sort. Harrison guessed maybe an astronomer, but as far as he could tell she could be in astrophysics or something similar. What it didn’t tell him, however, was what had happened at the lake houses or why she had killed herself. After going through the papers in the study for almost an hour, Harrison was no closer to an answer than he had been beforehand.  
 
      
 
    Pushing himself back on the wheeled chair, he huffed under his breath and rose from the seat. The study wasn’t going to help him and Harrison was starting to get both increasingly hungry and frustrated the longer he was on his search. The light was already fading outside, Harrison having spent a full day away from Len and his family in his attempt to find out what was wrong.  
 
      
 
    As he exited the study, a thought occurred to him that perhaps he shouldn’t be looking for something to be wrong with the place they had found. The lake house seemed perfect, and maybe it actually was. Just because everywhere else they’d passed through since leaving Chicago had been destroyed, didn’t mean there weren’t certain places left in America that were still survivable. Even livable.   
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Harrison pushed away from the hallway wall he found himself leaning against deciding to end his search for the day and head back to Len and his family. Then something clicked. Literally. The sound echoed through the house and Harrison turned around to see a panel in the wall had sunk in slightly. He raised his eyebrows suspiciously, leaning forward to inspect the sunken panel. There was a hidden door in the wall, so well disguised that Harrison easily could’ve missed it. Now that he knew it was there, his previous decision to head back to Len and Amy slipped out of his mind like it had never been there in the first place. If there was a secret room in this lake house, Harrison needed to see what was inside. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Cradling Mary in his arms, Dixon felt such a powerful wave of love wash over him it nearly toppled him to his knees. He couldn’t believe they had managed to find one another. Betraying his duty and abandoning the White House had been so difficult for him. Every second he’d been outside the walls he had doubted his decision. Now that he had Mary back, he knew he had done the right thing. No amount of love for his country could compare to how he felt about the woman in his embrace.  
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” Dixon asked after several minutes, moving to hold Mary’s body at arm’s length so he could inspect her appearance. “What happened to you?” 
 
      
 
    “I got trapped on the subway,” Mary replied seriously. “All the power went out and we were just stuck down there in the dark until someone opened a door and people started walking down the tunnels.” 
 
      
 
    “You walked through the tunnels?” Dixon gasped at Mary’s statement. He could remember, as he was sure she could, what had happened in the Washington subway tunnels less than a year ago. Two teenage boys had dared each other to go inside them when an unexpected train—running several minutes behind schedule—had blazed down the tunnel and killed them both.  
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” Mary argued firmly back with her boyfriend. “Would you have preferred me just to wait underground forever?” 
 
      
 
    “No, you’re right,” Dixon shook his head after a moment. “I’m sorry. I just don’t like the idea of you down there alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m not going to go back now,” Mary replied with a slight smile. “It wasn’t so bad anyway. As soon as I got to a platform I came out and started making my way here. I knew you’d be waiting.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll always be here for you,” Dixon spoke softly, wrapping his arms around Mary once more and holding her close. “Are you sure you’re okay though? You’re bleeding quite a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing, honestly,” Mary ran a small hand over the cuts on her skin. The building that had crumbled behind her as she ran for safety had thrown shards of glass all over her body and left several painful red marks. She didn’t want to tell Dixon that though, it was a pain that she could deal with now she had him back by her side. “What about you? What’s happening at the White House? Do you know what’s caused all of this?” 
 
      
 
    Dixon reached out and took his girlfriend’s hand, leading her further into the doorway of the library they stood in front of. He didn’t really know where to take her, the destruction still erupting in every corner of the city. The noises of screaming, burning, and crying were only slightly dulled by Dixon’s elation to see Mary alive and well.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t really know,” Dixon replied eventually, once they were tucked away out of sight. “I’m not sure anyone knows what’s happening really. President Bruce is down in the bunker so your dad and General Shepherd have sort of taken over, but even that isn’t very clear-cut.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean? Is my dad okay?” 
 
      
 
    Dixon nodded and squeezed Mary’s hand. The last he had seen of Mr. Wilson he had been alive, but after everything he’d witnessed straight after Dixon knew he couldn’t be sure. Biting his lip, Dixon thought over everything that had happened so far at the White House. He knew he shouldn’t really be telling Mary, but he was already toeing the line of his duty and he didn’t want to hold anything back from the girl he loved. Plus he knew how much she cared about her father; he couldn’t keep that information from her.  
 
      
 
    “I think your dad is fine,” Dixon tried to reassure Mary. “The last I saw him, we suspected a terrorist cell had infiltrated the White House. I was dispatched with a few others to find them while your dad kept trying to get communications back online to speak to General Shepherd. He went out into the city with a load of troops, even though your dad and I did advise against it after what happened with the Osprey.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened with the Osprey?” Mary cut in. Her military knowledge was good enough to hold a conversion with Dixon without him needing to explain everything. “And terrorists? Dixon, are you sure everything is okay? This sounds really serious.” 
 
      
 
    “It will be,” Dixon looked his girlfriend in the eyes and tried to calm her down. “I’m going to take care of you now. We’ll go back and find your dad if you want. Everything will be fine, you’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a child, Dixon,” Mary exhaled loudly and rolled her eyes. “Just tell me what happened, please. I want to be able to help.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon couldn’t help but smile at Mary’s attitude. She had always been so confident and headstrong; it was one of the things he loved most about her. As a result, he could understand why she was reacting the way she was to him trying to protect her. If their roles were reversed he would be doing exactly the same thing.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Dixon continued, “let me start from the beginning.” 
 
      
 
    Mary listened almost silently as Dixon started recalling his tale, starting from the very beginning and trying to remember what the first notes he had taken to Mr. Wilson had contained. He told her how he had escorted the president to the bunker just as the power went out and then how General Shepherd started taking over the situation. Mary’s bottom lip quivered as Dixon recalled the details from his trip out in the Osprey, sparing the finer points that still caused him to sweat as he remembered the giant metal bird hurtling toward the ground.  
 
      
 
    He kept the information about the shootout in the city short as well, hurrying his tale along to when he got back to the White House so he could provide Mary with some more reassurance that her dad was okay. Beyond that Dixon had to admit he didn’t know very much. He did believe that a terrorist cell had broken into the White House, but he knew as well as anyone else did that there was very little they could do about it. He’d tried to track them down and failed; with the majority of the troops deployed in the city, it was just another effect of this disaster that was going to have to be dealt with after everything had calmed down.  
 
      
 
    Dixon was short on breath when he finished his story, Mary staring at him with an open mouth and wide eyes. He wasn’t sure what he expected her to say, but when she did finally reply a smile crept across his face once more. She was the girl for him and she knew what she was suggesting was the right decision. They had to go back. Mary needed to see her father and Dixon needed to fulfill his duty. The only difference was that now their tasks were one and the same and they could complete them side by side. Taking Mary’s hand once more, Dixon started walking with her on their journey back to the White House. Back to where everything had started.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. Wilson paced back and forth in the dimly lit room as he watched some of his country’s best engineers and electricians try to bring power back to the White House. There was no other way to look at it: he was worried. Several hours had passed since the four soldiers that’d been with him had left to follow up the sound of gunfire echoing down the corridors. One of those soldiers had been Dixon, the young man he had worked with for quite some time now. Not only was Wilson worried for his own safety and the safety of the White House and everything it held, but he was also worried about the safety of that young man.  
 
      
 
    Nighttime had now fully sunk in and while the White House had grown quiet, that didn’t reassure anyone. Those able to worked hard to restore the power by candlelight while Wilson watched quietly, thinking through everything that had happened.   
 
      
 
    Since Dixon and the other soldiers left to chase down what Mr. Wilson believed to be a terrorist cell, no one else had entered or exited the room where he stood. He saw this as both a good and a bad thing. On the one hand, it meant that civilians or terrorists hadn’t overrun the White House and on the other side of his four walls there was still some relative semblance of normalcy. On the other hand, however, it could mean the exact opposite and everyone else outside of the room where he stood could be captured, killed, or worse.  
 
      
 
    Mr. Wilson couldn’t help but think about what had happened to General Shepherd and the troops he had taken out into the city with him. He had no idea what state Washington was in by now. The early reports were the only information he had to go off and they were all long outdated. He presumed they were still out there though, knowing the general would’ve stormed through the White House on his return. He just had to hope they were out there restoring good to the city and not being beaten down by whatever strange phenomenon had caused all of this.  
 
      
 
    Beyond the state of his colleagues, the White House, and the city of Washington though, one question remained the paramount to Mr. Wilson: where were his wife and daughter?  
 
      
 
    He worried desperately about Melissa and Mary and prayed to a God he didn’t believe in that they were safe somewhere. Anywhere. Due to his position in the government, they would both be provided some level of security under normal circumstances, but he knew these circumstances weren’t normal and everyone was being forced to fend for themselves. Melissa had served in the police force at the start of her career, quickly advancing through the ranks before changing paths slightly to work in forensics. But she still had some training and Mr. Wilson believed she would be capable of managing herself. It was Mary he worried about more. She’d had plenty of training too, but he knew she’d never experienced anything other than simulated danger. Facing the real thing was a different story altogether.  
 
      
 
    “Status update?” Wilson barked out as he turned around to face the room once more, pulling his gaze away from the window and his thoughts away from his family. 
 
      
 
    “Still nothing, sir,” one of the engineers replied, marking themselves out as the person Wilson moved toward. “We’ve got everything set up correctly. But the internal systems are all fried.” 
 
      
 
    “So there’s nothing we can do?”  
 
      
 
    “Well, not nothing, sir,” the young engineer continued. “We can try and re-wire them or build new conductors by hand, but both will take time.” 
 
      
 
    “Time I’m not sure we have,” Wilson mused, running a hand through his closely shaved beard in thought. “We need this scaled up quickly. We need vehicles out there, and communications up and running again. Do you have any idea how long that will take?” 
 
      
 
    The engineer fidgeted slightly in front of Mr. Wilson, a part of him regretting answering the initial question first. “Communications will take a while, sir. The modern radios we have now were never expected to cut out like this.” 
 
      
 
    “And the vehicles?” 
 
      
 
    “The vehicles we might be able to do something about a bit quicker.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh?”  
 
      
 
    Wilson raised his eyebrows, leaning forward slightly in the now almost silent room as most people had stopped what they were doing to listen to the conversation.  
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m just guessing here,” the engineer spoke up slightly, realizing how many people were listening. “But the older vehicles that don’t have any computerized components would work. It seems like every electrical system has been fried, but if we can find some cars that don’t have a single computerized element built in we might be able to get them working again.” 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense,” an older man interjected from across the room. “The older tech shouldn’t have been affected. We might even be able to find some old radios that could still work based off that theory.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure about radios,” a third engineer joined in, all of their minds now alive with the possibilities. “They’d have to have been shielded in a Faraday cage or underground.” 
 
      
 
    Voices slowly started to increase in volume around Mr. Wilson as every engineer wanted to put their two cents into the argument. People rose to their feet from wherever they had been working and questioned one another’s theories, battling it out to try and solve the problem in the most effective way possible. Wilson listened quietly, taking in what each of them was saying as best he could and slowly starting to come up with a plan. He thought about what he knew about the White House layout and where certain things were stored. If the engineers were in fact right, then maybe they did have a chance of returning things to the way they were meant to be. Slowly but surely, Wilson’s ideas started to take a firmer hold in his mind and, as a small smile crept over his face, he knew what he needed to do. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Preparing lunch with Amy and James on either side of him felt truly surreal to Len. It was like they were a proper family again. The lake house was perfect. There was no impending sense of danger or the familiar itch that something was about to go wrong. As he looked from one side to the other and saw both his former wife and his son smiling to themselves, Len couldn’t stop the insane grin he’d worn all night from making its way back onto his face.  
 
      
 
    Were it not for the absence of electricity, the three of them would be living a perfectly normal life. Len had lit the grill Ellen and Maria kept out the back and was boiling pasta in a pot above it while Amy cleaned the carrots she’d dug up from the garden. James wandered between the two of them, perfectly content to just be in the presence of both his parents again. It had been a long time for him since they’d been able to be in the same place together for any length of time. Len knew this must mean the world to his son, as it did to him.  
 
      
 
    “How’s it looking?” Amy called from the deck where she waited with the vegetables.  
 
      
 
    “About ready,” Len replied. “Do you want to bring them over?” 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded and walked toward her ex-husband, depositing the chopped carrots in the pot of boiling water. “I’ve found some pasta sauce in the pantry as well. We’ll have a feast.” 
 
      
 
    Len smiled and locked eyes with Amy, longing to reach out and wrap his arms around her. He knew the atmosphere between the two of them was slightly strange and he didn’t want to make Amy feel uncomfortable in any way. They were still divorced after all, and just because he felt different now didn’t mean she did as well. They’d shared some tender moments the night before when Len returned Amy’s wooden box to her, but he knew he shouldn’t move too quickly. He had to give her time to adjust to him being back in the picture and then maybe she would slowly start to reciprocate the feelings he knew he had for her.  
 
      
 
    Because he did love her. When he thought about it, Len realized he had never really stopped loving her. There had been many factors that led to their separation and ultimately their divorce, but he knew the vast majority were his fault. Then as each thing had piled on top of the other, it just became more and more difficult to see through them. Now he knew how insignificant and stupid they had all been. He wished with all his heart he could go back in time and behave properly. Realize that his job wasn’t the most important thing in the world and that it could cause him to lose what really mattered. Now that he’d come to the decision that he had, Len was willing to try and do anything to keep his family together. He would apologize until his voice gave out if he had to. No price was too big to pay to be this happy for the rest of his life.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think Harrison will be back for lunch?” 
 
      
 
    Len furrowed his brow. His friend had left early that morning before any of them had awoken, leaving a short note that said he was going to check out the surrounding area. Len didn’t want to read too much into it—he knew Harrison was just making sure they were safe—but he didn’t like that the old prepper was constantly searching for something to go wrong. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied, “I’m sure he’s taken some food with him though. And he knows where we are if he wants to come back.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall we save him some?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” Len nodded, though thinking it was a slight waste of food. “I’ll go and fetch an extra bowl.” 
 
      
 
    Making his way back into the kitchen through the double doors that opened to the garden, Len pulled out a pristine white china bowl and paused for a moment. Now that he was back with his family, Harrison’s job was done. When he had first met the prepper in his bunker in Chicago, Harrison had told Len he would help him reach his family and then continue on his journey toward his own child in Canada.  
 
      
 
    The two of them had spoken briefly about Nina on their travels. Harrison wasn’t a particularly forthcoming man, but Len could tell he cared deeply for his daughter, even though he might have forgotten it for a few years. As much as he wanted Harrison to stay with him—he wasn’t just a mentor anymore but a true friend—Len knew he couldn’t stop him from trying to find his own family. Eventually the two of them would have to have that conversation and Len could only imagine how much of a struggle it would be to say goodbye. He owed Harrison his life and a part of him felt like he was letting the older man down if he didn’t help him to find his child, as Harrison had done for him. But as much as he cared about Harrison, his family had to come first now. If Harrison left for Canada, he would be doing so alone.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Amy called from the outside table where she sat with James and three steaming bowls of pasta. “It’s ready. I left some in the pot in case he comes back.” 
 
      
 
    Len smiled and made his way outside, placing the empty bowl for Harrison at one end of the table before taking his seat in front of the remaining full one. Looking down at his meal Len couldn’t believe how much of a stark contrast it was to what he’d eaten over the last couple of weeks. He’d survived on ration packs and cold cans of food, and then gone to the other extreme and eaten freshly cooked deer by the side of a road. Neither compared to the homemade pasta dish that sat in front of him though, and as the aroma of the tomato and garlic sauce wafted up into his nostrils Len started to salivate. He couldn’t wait any longer; Harrison would just have to miss out.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Do you think we should go and look for him?” Amy questioned much later that evening as she and Len sat back down on the couch where they’d been the night before. Harrison was still yet to return to the lake house and even Len was starting to get worried.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sure nothing had happened,” he replied as confidently as he could. “Harrison can look after himself. He probably just found something interesting in one of the houses and lost track of time.” 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” Amy retorted immediately. “I didn’t know he was going into the houses.” 
 
      
 
    “Trust me, he’ll have found a way in,” Len chuckled to himself. “He’s a curious man and will just be looking around. But you don’t need to worry, he’ll be back before—” Len paused, a noise downstairs distracting him for a moment. “You see?” he continued with a smile. “I bet that’s him now. Let me go and see.” 
 
      
 
    Leaving Amy sitting on the couch, Len made his way downstairs, finding his friend—as expected—taking off his walking boots in the hallway.  
 
      
 
    “Where’ve you been, old man?” Len said with a smile as he clapped Harrison on his back. “You didn’t get lost out there did you?” 
 
      
 
    The look Harrison gave him as he turned around instantly wiped the smile from Len’s face. He knew that look, and it wasn’t one he’d wanted to see ever again.  
 
      
 
    “What is it? What did you find?” 
 
      
 
    “Where are Amy and James?”  
 
      
 
    “They’re upstairs,” Len replied, his tone becoming laced with concern. “James is in bed already. What’s the matter, Harrison? What did you find?” 
 
      
 
    “A body,” Harrison slowly replied, “and a bunker full of terrible secrets. I’m sorry to say this Len, but I don’t think we should be staying here.” 
 
      
 
    Len felt his legs grow weak under him and leaned back slightly against the wall. There was a slight ringing in his ears as he asked his friend to repeat himself, wanting to be perfectly sure what he’d heard was correct.  
 
      
 
    “There’s a dead woman in one of those houses, Len,” Harrison explained slowly. “She hanged herself in the bathroom. I thought that was strange enough but then I discovered a secret room hidden underneath her house. She… Well, I can’t really explain what she was, to be honest. But I can say one thing for certain and that’s that the people who lived here were long gone before the sun’s mass ejection happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I—I don’t understand,” Len was lost for words. The lake house seemed so perfect. There wasn’t any evidence that something had gone wrong. Just because the people were missing and the place seemed deserted didn’t mean that it had to be a result of foul play. He wanted to believe Harrison, but for once he couldn’t just take the man’s word for it.  
 
      
 
    “I want to see,” Len spoke up again eventually, newfound strength returning to his legs. “I need to see.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Harrison questioned uncertainly. “It’s not a pretty sight, Len.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Len nodded his head resolutely. His family was upstairs and it was his responsibility to protect them now. If something was wrong he needed to know exactly what it was and what they were going to do about it. “Can you take me, please? I’m sorry I just, I need to see this for myself.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Harrison agreed and started bending down slowly to put his boots back on. “I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    Len thanked his friend and quickly made his way back upstairs to explain to Amy what he was doing. He didn’t tell her any of the details; just that Harrison had found something in one of the houses that he wanted to show Len. When Amy questioned him, he did his best to reassure her, lying through his teeth and declaring that it wasn’t anything bad. He hated doing it. Especially so soon after he had decided he wanted to try and rebuild their relationship. Lying wasn’t a good base for that foundation, but until he knew exactly what was wrong he didn’t want to cause her any more worry. Promising to be back within the hour Len leaned down and kissed Amy on the top of her head, swearing to himself that he would keep his promise.  
 
      
 
    “Okay.” Len spoke with more conviction than he felt. “Which house is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Just in here.” Harrison led Len toward the broken side door he had forced open earlier that day. “I’d cover your nose and mouth if I were you.” 
 
      
 
    Len barely had time to ask why before he walked into the house and was struck by the hideous smell. Wrinkling his nose, he raised a clothed arm to his face, holding it over his mouth to try and lessen the stench. It did nothing, and as the two of them climbed the stairs it only grew stronger.  
 
      
 
    “In there,” Harrison pointed to a door farther down the hallway. Len didn’t need any further information to know it was the bathroom. It was in the same place as Ellen and Maria’s, and not only that but the door had been forced open, the crowbar Len had noticed outside their lake house as they left now making sense.  
 
      
 
    Inching forward, Len held his breath as he walked inside, desperately trying to mentally prepare himself for what he was about to see. He failed. Nothing could’ve prepared him for the sight of that woman hanging there, her feet inches above the bathtub as she dangled from a crudely made noose. Bile rose in Len’s throat as he looked at her, unable to tear his eyes away until the need to vomit overpowered him and he spun quickly to retch over the sink. Once the contents of his stomach were emptied he sheepishly made his way back out of the bathroom, drying the moisture from his face with his sleeve.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len spoke after several deep breaths. “What else did you find?” 
 
      
 
    Walking slowly back down the stairs, Len couldn’t predict what he was about to find. Harrison led him to a certain point in the hallway before leaning forward and pushing against a panel. Len’s eyes grew wide as he heard a click and watched the panel sink back into the wall, revealing a door.  
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for this?” Harrison questioned, moving the panel to one side to create a gap wide enough for the two of them to walk though.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so,” Len replied honestly, “but let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    As soon as Len climbed down the shallow steps that led into the underground room he found himself instantly frozen in place. His eyes grew wide and a knot formed in his stomach that was so twisted he would’ve thrown up again had he not already emptied its contents upstairs.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. The place reminded him slightly of Harrison’s bunker, but on a much, much grander scale. Plus the centerpiece of the room was unavoidable. Len tried to take in the items that lined the walls and counter tops, but he couldn’t pull his eyes away from what he could only assume the room had been invented for. It must have cost thousands of dollars. Perhaps even more. The entire premise of it was sickening. Len had experienced some stomach-twisting things since the solar crash but this was on a whole new level.  
 
      
 
    “The woman who lived here was called Rebecca Brown,” Harrison spoke up solemnly from behind Len. “From what I have discovered she was an amateur astronomer of some kind and also a bit of a nutcase. She’d been convicted three times in the last five years, most recently released just over four months ago.” 
 
      
 
    Len listened to his friend carefully as Harrison explained the woman who had lived in the lake house, but he was still unable to shift his gaze from the center of the room. Even if he closed his eyes the image was still there. It was impossible to avoid and—he imagined—impossible to ever forget.  
 
      
 
    “What you’re looking at,” Harrison continued, “is exactly what you think it is. This is a mass grave, and the people frozen inside are the former residents of these lake houses. Ellen and Maria included.” 
 
      
 
    Len physically couldn’t speak. He couldn’t avoid the huge cryogenic chamber that was in front of him, the bodies of over twenty people visible inside it. He wanted to take a step forward for a closer look but at the same time he wanted to run back upstairs and rip his eyeballs out. There were men, women, and children all squashed inside the chamber together. Their faces were filled with panic and fear, their arms reaching forward as if trying to find a way out.  
 
      
 
    “The papers I’ve read explain what Rebecca was trying to do,” Harrison progressed with his monologue. “She actually predicted the coronal mass ejection happening, although not quite on the correct scale. Her idea had been to freeze all of her neighbors so they could survive the initial disaster and then—as she put it—live to repopulate the Earth afterwards.  
 
      
 
    “I think Rebecca saw this as a sort of doomsday scenario. She believed everyone was going to be wiped out and she was the only one who could save them. She started planning this several months ago, as soon as she was released from the psychiatric ward. I’ve found receipts for the chamber and equipment dating back to then. It’s quite clear her last round of therapy didn’t go to plan.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” Len eventually managed to speak, his voice quieter than Harrison had ever heard it. “How did she get them here?” 
 
      
 
    “I think she drugged the water source,” Harrison replied after a moment. “There are some almost ineligible scribbles about sleeping tablets and the best way to administer them within her notes. James and Amy are still drinking the bottled water, aren’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” Len nodded immediately. “There’s still a couple of gallons of it in the shed.” Len felt a wave of relief rush through him. He remembered Amy once telling him how the water often cut out around the lake houses, something to do with the pipes failing if the lake water got too low.  
 
      
 
    “Good,” Harrison nodded, “but we can’t be too careful. If she managed to pollute the water system, who knows what else could have been affected. From what I’ve learned about this Rebecca, she certainly didn’t have her head screwed on correctly. I have no idea what lengths she may have gone to in order to get everyone…in there.” 
 
      
 
    Len shuddered at the thought. Rebecca Brown must have been seriously mentally ill to not only think all of this up but act on it as well. His gaze was still fixed on the cryogenic chamber, though his eyes had glazed over slightly so Len could no longer make out the faces within it clearly. He’d seen more than enough. The image would be etched in his memory for life.  
 
      
 
    “My best guess as to what happened,” Harrison continued to speak, filling the silence between the two men and giving Len something else to focus on other than the bodies in front of him. “Is that after the mass ejection hit, Rebecca realized her predictions had been wrong. It’s a mystery to me how she managed to predict this would even happen in the first place, so I’m not surprised she didn’t get all the calculations correct. As I’m sure you can see, Len, those bodies haven’t been frozen. They suffocated to death. Trapped in that chamber with no way to be released from the inside. Once that happened, I imagine Rebecca hanged herself because of the guilt. Who knows? It’s difficult to determine why she did any of this.” 
 
      
 
    “They suffocated?” Len’s voice was no more than a whisper, the mental picture Harrison had painted for him nearly bringing tears to his eyes. The thought of being trapped inside that chamber and left to die was terrifying. It wasn’t a fate he would wish on his worst enemy.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Harrison took a few steps toward Len and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I also think we should leave this place. I’m sorry, but without knowing the lengths Rebecca went to to do all this, it’s just not safe to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “How bad do you think it could be?” 
 
      
 
    “I can only guess,” Harrison shook his head slightly to himself, not enjoying how many of his recent decisions had been made on guesswork. Although it had to be said he did mainly guess correctly. “But if the water is toxic it could affect a lot more than just us. It could damage the soil, the plants, perhaps even the foundation of the houses. It might have leaked into the lake too. My water purifiers are good but this isn’t a risk I want to take after what I’ve learned happened here. I don’t think it’s one you should take either, Len. Especially not now that you have your family back.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s thoughts drifted to Amy and James. Both were safely back at Ellen and Maria’s lake house and both were also blissfully unaware of the mass grave that sat just a few hundred feet away. One day was all they’d been allowed together before the harsh reality and constant turmoil this new world created ruined what had briefly been their paradise. They would no longer be able to sit together in the evenings on a comfortable couch, James drawing in the corner. They would no longer be able to cook meals together and eat from fine china, enjoying the peace that surrounded them.  
 
      
 
    “The carrots,” Len suddenly burst out. “We ate some carrots from the garden today. You just said the soil might be…” Len paused and struggled to find the right word. “Infected? Diseased? Are we going to get sick? Are we going to…end up like them?” 
 
      
 
    Len’s eyes were fixed on the chamber of bodies once again, imagining himself in one of their places. He saw James and Amy in there too, desperately trying to free themselves as the walls of the chamber started to move, crushing them within it and sucking the life from their bones.  
 
      
 
    “Calm down,” Harrison tightened the grip he had on Len’s shoulder. “What exactly did you eat? Where did it come from?” 
 
      
 
    “It was just a few carrots,” Len practically wailed. “Amy dug them up from the back garden and we mixed them in with the pasta. They tasted fine. You don’t seriously think they were poisoned in some way, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Harrison replied honestly. “And unfortunately, I don’t think there’s any way we can find out. You’re not going to end up like them though, Len. That’s not how these people died, remember? You’re not going to end up in there.” 
 
      
 
    Len took a few deep breaths and tried to calm himself, focusing on Harrison’s words. He needed to be rational now. He had been the one who demanded Harrison show him what he had found and now he had to deal with the consequences. The information he had learned in Rebecca’s house was vital. He needed to be thankful for it, and now, much like he had constantly had to do while on his journey to the lake house, he had to get past it. Amy and James remained his top priority and he needed to make sure they were safe. Rolling his shoulders back and straightening his posture, Len pushed the panic from his mind and thought to himself rationally. If they had been poisoned, they would see the effects soon enough. If they hadn’t though, then they were still able to get out of this place before anything did happen. That’s what they needed to do. They needed to leave the lake house and continue their journey. Where to, Len didn’t know. But he’d already traveled for many, many miles to find somewhere safe. He was capable of doing it again.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” Len whispered to Harrison, finally turning away from the cryogenic chamber. “I need to speak to Amy.” 
 
      
 
    As the two of them climbed back up the shallow staircase that led to the room of horrors, Len concentrated only on putting one foot in front of the other. His mind was alive with activity but he didn’t want to think on any of it until he had seen Amy and James again. He waited in the hallway as Harrison closed the hidden door, leaving the wall panels perfectly in place. The smell of Rebecca’s decaying body filled Len’s nostrils once more but this time he didn’t react. He didn’t want to think of the woman up there hanging over the bathtub any more than he wanted to think of the people she had trapped downstairs.  
 
      
 
    They walked in silence back toward the lake house where Amy waited, her head appearing at the top of the stairs as she heard the two men enter. James would be fast asleep already, Len knew, but he just wanted to steal a glance at his son. Just to remind himself that for now, his child was still okay.  
 
      
 
    “Everything okay?” Amy questioned after Harrison had closed the door to the outside world and the four of them were all safely enclosed inside the house once more.  
 
      
 
    Len didn’t know what to say. He looked from Amy to Harrison and then down at the floor, lost for words as he remembered what he had just seen. There were no words to describe it, but he knew it had to be done. Amy would need a good reason for them to leave the lake house; she too believed they had found sanctuary there. Len just hoped she wouldn’t ask to see it as he had. He didn’t want her to see her friends like that, not when she currently believed they were alive and well on a Caribbean island. It was cruel, but he knew that if she asked, he wouldn’t be able to refuse her.  
 
      
 
    “How’s James?” Len eventually spoke up in the silence, all three adults looking between one another with uncertain looks on their faces.  
 
      
 
    “He’s fine,” Amy replied cautiously, her tone revealing that she suspected something had happened. “He’s asleep. Is everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m just going to say goodnight to him,” Len replied without making eye contact, trying to shuffle past Amy on the stairs without looking at her.  
 
      
 
    “Len,” Amy caught his arm, “what’s happened?” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what to say to her. Instead Len took a deep breath and freed his arm from her grasp, moving past Amy without saying a word. He was ashamed of it, but for the first time in a long time he just didn’t know how to act. As he walked toward the room where James was sleeping he heard Harrison say something to Amy, trying to coax the woman downstairs so they could talk. He would have to join that conversation soon, but first, Len needed to see his son.  
 
      
 
    James’s chest rose slowly up and down as he breathed in his sleep. Aside from that his body was motionless, calm and peaceful as the young boy dreamed. He looked so innocent and perfect, so comfortable between the soft linen sheets. Little did the boy know, that was all about to change. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Len,” Amy was out of her seat as soon as Len returned, anxious to know what the two men had encountered. “What happened? Please, will one of you explain it to me?” 
 
      
 
    Len looked to Harrison, instantly aware that his friend hadn’t shared any of their newfound information with his ex-wife yet. He didn’t want to disclose it himself, but he knew they had to tell Amy. The three of them had to make this decision together, even though Harrison seemed to have already made up his mind.  
 
      
 
    “We found something in one of the houses,” Len started, pulling a stool from the kitchen island and balancing precariously on top of it. “It was…” 
 
      
 
    Looking to Harrison again, Len begged him silently to take over. Harrison had been the one to discover it, after all. He had read the papers, he knew much more than Len did. Thankfully, after a few seconds of silence, Harrison obliged.  
 
      
 
    “This area isn’t safe,” he started, laying the foundations first before diving into the difficult part. “There was a woman who lived nearby, an amateur astronomer of some kind. She seemed to predict that the mass ejection was going to happen in some way, but not to the extent that it did.” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Amy replied, looking confused as her mind worked furiously to try and piece the information together.  
 
      
 
    “She wasn’t very well,” Len offered, trying to help Harrison tell the story somewhat.  
 
      
 
    “She was crazy,” Harrison half-laughed, shaking his head and looking down at the floor at the same time. “She had been committed on several occasions, mentally unstable. Schizophrenic. Call it what you will. The long and short of it is she knew something was going to happen and—in her own deranged way—she tried to save the people who lived here.” 
 
      
 
    “Save them?” Amy questioned, still completely lost in the story Harrison and Len were telling. “In what way?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a very good one,” Harrison shook his head again. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Amy, but everyone that lived here, your friends, they’re all dead.” 
 
      
 
    Amy’s face instantly turned white. Len jumped down from the stool where he sat and stood beside her, taking her arm to help support her.    
 
      
 
    “What?” Amy stuttered, her bottom lip shaking. “Dead? They can’t be dead. They’re on vacation. They left before all of this happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” Len spoke softly in Amy’s ear. “But he’s telling the truth. I’ve seen it.” 
 
      
 
    “They’re still here?” Amy’s voice rose an octave, some strength returning to her legs as she stood up straighter, looking at Len with pleading eyes.  
 
      
 
    “We,” Len tried to find the gentlest words he could to deliver the news to Amy, but there was no way of sugarcoating what they had seen. “We found a mass grave, Amy. Ellen and Maria were in it.” 
 
      
 
    Moving over to the kitchen island, Amy leaned against it, her head in her hands. “They’re dead?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” were the only words Len could think to offer his former wife, standing by her side as she processed the information.  
 
      
 
    “How?” Amy eventually questioned, turning around to face Harrison. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Len held onto his ex-wife as Harrison told the story of everything he had found in Rebecca Brown’s house. He started from the very beginning, explaining how he had gone into every house and found things left in the same way. Tidy, organized, as if people had left comfortably before the solar crash happened. Until he reached Rebecca’s house. Amy quivered in Len’s arms as Harrison explained how he had found her in the bathroom, hanging above the tub. She grew still as he moved on to talking about the papers he had found in her office and then later, the secret panel in the hallway that led underground.  
 
      
 
    As Harrison rattled through the details of what Rebecca had planned to do and how she had failed, Amy felt more and more energy seep from her body. She couldn’t believe someone had done such a thing. How she had managed to do it to everyone who lived in the area. To her friends. When Harrison described the crudely constructed chamber where Ellen and Maria’s bodies now lay, Amy was filled with an overwhelming desire to see them. It was Len who stopped her, reminding her it was best to remember her friends as she had known them, not how they were now.  
 
      
 
    He was right and Amy let him hold her as Harrison finished his tale, finally ending with the fact that the area where the lake houses were was not safe for them to stay in. Harrison didn’t mention the potential danger to Amy, Len, and James for eating the carrots earlier that day, which Len was thankful for. He would tell Amy that later if it was needed, but for now he thought it was best to just keep a watchful eye.  
 
      
 
    As the story drew to a close, it was clear to see how each of them had been affected by it. Harrison was prepared to leave already, anxious to get away from the place and find somewhere new. Find his daughter. Amy was broken. Tears stained her face that had silently fallen over the last hour. Len just wanted his loved ones to be safe. He didn’t care where they went or what they ended up doing. He just didn’t want to put Amy and James in any more danger. He was supposed to look after them and, once again, he felt like he was failing.  
 
      
 
    “So you think we should leave?” 
 
      
 
    Amy’s question was laced with uncertainty. It sounded like she just wanted someone to give her an answer one way or another. She just didn’t want to make the decision herself. Unfortunately it wasn’t as easy as that.  
 
      
 
    “I do,” Harrison replied. “I don’t think it’s safe to stay here. There’s no way to predict how what Rebecca did will affect this area in the future. It’s unstable. It’s risky. And I don’t think it’s worth that risk. But,” Harrison paused for a moment, “I can’t make this decision for you. I have to be honest and say I wasn’t planning on staying here anyway. I still have to find my family, and you already have yours. I can’t make this decision for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Len?” Amy turned to her ex-husband, taking Harrison’s response on board but still not being ready to decide for herself.  
 
      
 
    “I agree with Harrison,” Len spoke confidently after a short pause. “We need to find somewhere safe and, even though sometimes it might not seem like it, I’m sure that place still exists. Wherever it is. I think we should leave.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, that settles it,” Amy stood up from the kitchen stool she had eventually rested upon. “We’ll leave in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    With that, Amy left the kitchen and climbed up the stairs, not turning back to look at either Len or Harrison. As she made her way to Ellen and Maria’s bedroom—the place she had slept alone the night before—she suddenly felt more isolated than ever. It was strange. She still had James with her and she had Len back again now too, plus Harrison, who she couldn’t deny was a valuable asset. But as she stared into the vanity mirror upon the dresser, Amy yearned to see her friend’s faces again and to find somewhere they could all live.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Why are we leaving?” 
 
      
 
    Len sighed and knelt down on one knee in front of his son, struggling to explain things to James as Amy and Harrison packed up their belongings. They’d told him over breakfast that morning that they were going to leave, the plan being to head north in the direction of Canada with Harrison. Len wasn’t sure how far they would make it, or if they would travel the full distance. But without any other sort of destination in mind, it made the most sense. If he and Amy found somewhere that they thought would be safe for James on the way, they would probably stay there. The future was unfortunately once again a mystery.  
 
      
 
    “We need to go and find everyone else,” was the story Len and Amy had decided to tell their son. “We can’t live here alone for the rest of our lives, can we? We have to find a real home.” 
 
      
 
    “But I like it here,” James argued. “I don’t want to walk again.” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Len replied in an apologetic voice. “I’m sorry James, but this is just something we have to do. Your mom told me how great you were when it was just the two of you. I can’t wait to see it for myself.” 
 
      
 
    James shuffled awkwardly in front of Len, his cheeks flushing slightly at the compliment. He was an intelligent eight-year-old, but he had always been quiet and reserved. Len could see that in his son now and he worried how all of this was affecting him. He hoped with all his heart that it wouldn’t have any long-term effects, but after hearing everything Amy and James had gone through he knew the possibility was unlikely.  
 
      
 
    “I think we’re about ready,” Harrison’s voice carried into the kitchen from the hallway. “Len?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep!” Len called back, pushing himself back to his feet and looking down at his son. “Are you ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James nodded. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Making their way out into the hallway, Len took in the wealth of possessions they were taking with them. Harrison had been back out to the other lake houses before breakfast that morning and had pillaged a whole hoard of supplies they could take with them.  
 
      
 
    Both Len and Harrison’s rucksacks were bulked out even more than they had been when they left Chicago. Amy now had a similar one, and there was even a smaller bag for James. Len wasn’t sure what Harrison had collected, but he could make out a fishing rod poking out of Amy’s rucksack, some climbing rope attached to the back of his own, and a few blades strapped to the side of Harrison’s. The Remington A3 rifle was also there, alongside Len’s bow and quiver of arrows that had served him well several times in the past. The four of them were well and truly kitted out, ready for whatever the next leg of their journey had to throw at them.  
 
      
 
    “How does that feel?” Amy spoke softly to James as she helped him put his rucksack on, tightening the straps so it sat comfortably on his shoulders. James wriggled around for a few seconds before he felt happy, holding on to the front straps with his hands over his chest.  
 
      
 
    “All right then,” Len smiled at his son as he picked up his own rucksack, sagging slightly under the weight of it. Along with the more technical supplies Harrison had gathered, a large amount of food and water had also been packed. Len hadn’t missed the weight of the rucksack on his shoulders but he wore it proudly, refusing to show any weakness in front of Amy and James. Once the rucksack was secured he picked up the bow and arrows too, slinging them over his shoulder in their usual position. His Beretta pistol was back at his waist, hidden slightly by the folds of his jacket so it would hopefully remain unnoticed by his son.  
 
      
 
    “We good?” Harrison questioned once everyone was ready, looking in turn to each of them with his eyebrows raised.  
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Len replied while Amy and James both nodded silently, neither of them looking as confident about what they were about to do as Harrison seemed.  
 
      
 
    “Okay then,” the old prepper smiled, “time to go.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison led the way out of the lake house, followed by Len, James, and finally Amy who closed the door behind her. She gave one last look at the lake house, the memory of Ellen and Maria heavy on her mind before turning and following the two men and her son away from it.  
 
      
 
    She had no idea where they were going or what they would find. It broke her heart slightly to have to leave the lake house behind, feeling like she was not only abandoning it but her friends as well. Neither Len nor Harrison had said anything more about the house they had found with the mass grave inside. Amy had tossed and turned all night trying to decide whether she wanted to see it for herself or not.  
 
      
 
    In the end Len’s words won out, reminding her to remember them in a positive light. It saddened her that she would never see them again, and also caused her to think about the other people she had lost on her journey so far, plus those who could well be dead. Giles. Her brother. Her friends. Her parents. The solar crash had already taken so many from her and there was no way of knowing how many more it would claim.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, as they walked away from the one place Amy had thought would be safe she forced herself to be thankful for the people she still had. Len and James. They were her family and she wasn’t going to give them up any time soon without a fight. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Day eleven. Andy made the tally mark in his notebook as he did every morning and looked around the cabin of sleeping men. They weren’t idiots. They’d all come to the same conclusion he had by now: no one was coming to save them. By the end of the first week, Andy was certain that something much bigger than just their boat breaking down had happened. With each new day that passed he only became more certain of that theory.  
 
      
 
    In a week and a half they had seen no other boats, no planes in the sky. and not even a whisper of civilization. They had all agreed that if everything was fine on the mainland, one of their loved ones would’ve sent something out for them by now. Unfortunately Andy knew that that meant Australia was having the same problems they were. Something had happened, which had stopped them being able to communicate or send boats out. Something serious had pushed the world back into the Dark Ages.  
 
      
 
    Swinging his legs off his bed and quietly exiting the dorm cabin, Andy made his way into the makeshift kitchen and picked up one of the gas stoves. They were running extremely low on fuel and despite how much he wanted his morning coffee, he knew that was no longer an affordable luxury. Instead he poured himself a glass of lukewarm water—the purifiers they had which removed the salt from seawater didn’t rely on any form of electricity or power—and made his way out onto the deck. There was work to be done.  
 
      
 
    Yesterday Andy had made the executive decision that they were going to make their own way home. As much as he believed they could survive on the ocean for many more weeks, now that they all suspected something had happened in Australia they didn’t want to wait any longer. They all had families they wanted to see again, and as a group they had agreed to do anything they could to get back to shore.  
 
      
 
    Andy and Brett had discussed at length what they thought might have happened and had both come to the same terrifying conclusion. Australia, along with the United Kingdom and America to some extent, had been in a long, drawn-out almost cold war with the North Koreans for many years now. When everything started it hadn’t even been them on the receiving end of it, America instead taking the brunt of the force. Over the past two years however the Koreans had shifted their attention away from the US and down south toward Australia.  
 
      
 
    Neither of them knew a great deal about what had caused everything or why it was happening. But they both read the news and they were both aware of the weaponry the North Koreans carried. It was phenomenal. They had the ability to wipe out half of the world with the push of a button and both Brett and Andy had come to the conclusion that something had tipped them over the edge.  
 
      
 
    It was difficult to get to the bottom of it, but they figured the Koreans had the capability to cut out all electrical signals and force Australia to its knees through a lack of power. Andy doubted it would last very long, but he still didn’t want to wait and find that out for himself while marooned at sea. Terrorism had been a threat he was aware of ever since he was a little boy. He’d grown up watching bombings on television and hearing stories about what had happened in the Middle East just before he was born. But despite that, it had never been something he was truly afraid of, possibly because it always seemed to be happening somewhere else. Now that he believed it was at his doorstep, he was filled with an overwhelming desire to put a stop to it. He knew he couldn’t do that literally, but he could at least be there for his family and so that—as it always had been in some way—became his sole driving purpose.  
 
      
 
    To do that required a lot of work at sea first. The six of them had decided they were going to take the lifeboat back to shore, rather than try and sail The Mako. Andy was reluctant to abandon his boat, but he knew it would be near impossible to free them of the anchor and he wasn’t willing to waste days trying it. The lifeboat would seat all six of them comfortably, along with enough supplies to last them the journey back. It was the amount of time it would take them to complete the journey that was the issue.  
 
      
 
    Due to its design, the lifeboat couldn’t hoist a sail like they could on The Mako, which meant the six of them would have to row. Andy knew the waters well and was aware they would be battling against the current in several places, a difficult task in such a small vessel. Still, they had all agreed to try it and later that day they were going to set out. A lot of the preparations had been made yesterday, but Andy wanted to conduct the final checks before everyone else woke up. He knew it would be a nervous time for everyone and in order to focus on his crew once they got on the water, he had to make sure the boat was in the best condition possible beforehand. 
 
      
 
    In his hand Andy carried his notebook on which he had made a very intricate list of what they would need for the trip. He estimated it would take them about three days to row back to shore, if they managed to get through the currents without any difficulties. With that being a big if, he was planning for five days in the lifeboat. Although, as he checked the supplies they’d laid out the day before, Andy made sure to add in a few extra things, just in case things went really wrong. He’d learned very early on in his career that you couldn’t predict what the ocean was going to throw at you. Even now after working at sea for the vast majority of his life that was a lesson Andy Garcia had never forgotten.  
 
      
 
    “Morning Andy, how’s it going?” 
 
      
 
    Looking back over his shoulder Andy smiled as he saw Pablo and Lucas standing on deck, the latter of the two wiping sleep from his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Morning, lads,” he straightened up and turned to face the two trainees. “All good with me. Yourselves?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye,” Pablo nodded. “Bryan’s putting a pot of coffee on. Do you want some?” 
 
      
 
    Andy frowned and pursed his lips. “He shouldn’t be doing that, he knows—” 
 
      
 
    “He knows!” Pablo interjected with a laugh, predicting what Andy was about to say. “But we’re setting out on the raft later today, aren’t we? We can’t take the stoves with us.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Andy yielded after a second of thought. “Yeah, I’ll have a coffee, thanks Pablo.” 
 
      
 
    “No problem, boss,” Pablo replied with a grin before hopping back inside. Andy was grateful the boy was still his normal, cheerful self after everything they’d been through. After what had happened when they tried to rig the sail he had been worried about Pablo but, thankfully, the boy had put the incident behind him and moved on. They’d all suffered during their time without power yet in some sort of miracle all it had done was make them closer as a group.  
 
      
 
    “How’s it all looking?” Lucas gestured to the gear Andy had been checking over and sauntered forward, opening one of the bags slightly to peer inside. “Quite a lot of stuff isn’t there?” 
 
      
 
    “Better to be prepared,” Andy shrugged in response, not wanting to reveal the real reason why he was over-packing so much. He was sure everyone had the same suspicions he did about how long it would truly take to row back to Australia, but he was also sure none of them wanted to talk about it out loud.  
 
      
 
    “Will it all fit?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah,” Andy replied in a different tone, no longer masking his intentions. “You don’t need to worry about that. That dinghy is designed for ten men and their supplies; the six of us won’t have any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good,” Lucas nodded as he closed up the bag he’d been inspecting, a pause drawing out between the two men.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Andy said with a smile. “Let’s get inside and get some of that coffee before it all goes.” 
 
      
 
    Making their way into the main cabin of The Mako Andy couldn’t deny how much the smell of coffee made him long to be back home again. He wasn’t usually a man of small comforts, but the routine of morning coffee had been with him for many years, even on the worst expeditions he’d had. Brett handed him a cup before he’d even completely shut the door, his oldest friend knowing how much Andy needed a cup in the morning.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Andy smiled, “I need this.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you do,” Brett chuckled in response. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink so little coffee in my life.” 
 
      
 
    “And you never will again,” Andy laughed back. “Not sure how I’m going to cope on this trip back.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Brett’s smile drifted from his face and he lowered his voice for a second. “I just hope that’s the worst thing we have to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    Andy gave his friend a serious look. “We’re prepared,” he replied, also in a hushed tone. “We can do this.” 
 
      
 
    Brett raised his eyebrows, exhaled slowly and nodded, giving Andy a pat on the back as he moved past him and took up his favorite seat to finish his own cup of coffee. Andy knew Brett wasn’t trying to cause any trouble or upset, but he rather hoped they could avoid the awkward and suggestive comments as they packed up and left The Mako later that day. In reality there wasn’t much more they could do to prepare and the checking of bags and supplies was only really delaying the moment they cast the lifeboat out into the water and pushed away from the boat Andy had called home for a large quantity of his life.  
 
      
 
    Two hours later, they were ready for just that.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll just do a final sweep inside,” Andy said to the five other men standing around him on deck. “Let’s get her in the water. I’ll be back in five and then we can cast off.” 
 
      
 
    The five others nodded and did as they were told, parting ways so that Andy could make his way back inside his boat. He couldn’t help but feel a little bit emotional having to desert The Mako in the middle of the ocean. He knew that it was anchored and he would be able to return to it—or at least he hoped so—but it still didn’t feel right.  
 
      
 
    As he made his way through the small interior he checked that everything they were leaving behind was stored properly in its place. He moved a few things that looked likely to fall if the boat encountered rough weather and tidied a few counters that had become a dumping ground for bits and pieces over the last few days. Even as he moved around, he knew all he was doing was busy-work. It didn’t need to be done and ultimately it was he who was delaying their inevitable departure. But still, Andy couldn’t help himself. He whispered a quiet goodbye to his boat as he closed the door of the dorm cabin for what could be the last time and walked out onto the deck where his crew waited.  
 
      
 
    “All good?” Brett asked as Andy closed and locked the door that led back inside The Mako, a small task that would perturb no one if the boat were found. Nonetheless it made him feel better and as he took a deep breath, Andy nodded and turned to face his crew.  
 
      
 
    “All good,” he replied. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It added a different element to the group having Amy and James with them. Harrison couldn’t quite put his finger on how he felt about it. He was happy for Len to have been reunited with his family and he could see the positive effect it was having on his friend’s morale. But at the same time, Harrison could notice the difference in pace that they were setting. It was much slower. As to be expected, really, in the presence of a child, but it still wasn’t something Harrison was very happy about.  
 
      
 
    He was more anxious than ever to reach his daughter now. So much time had passed since the mass ejection and the start of everything. Harrison had witnessed a whole host of places affected in different ways because of it, each one equally terrifying.  
 
      
 
    What he expected to find in Toronto was even worse though. He believed every big city would be the same: overrun by criminals or quite possibly completely destroyed. Thinking back, Harrison knew he and Len were lucky to have gotten out of Chicago so quickly. Their path had crossed with gang members several times afterwards; he could only imagine how bad gang activity must have gotten inside the city.  
 
      
 
    Entering Toronto was only going to be half of the battle. While Harrison had an address for his daughter, he had absolutely no idea if she still lived there. The contact he shared with her had reduced gradually ever since she moved out and it was now well over two years since they had last spoken. Much longer than that since they had actually seen each other. Harrison was ashamed of that fact, more than he had ever realized before. Meeting Len and learning how important his family was to him had made Harrison see that he felt the same way. Family was always the most important thing, and he needed to set things right with his.  
 
      
 
    Last he heard, Harrison had become a grandfather. That was the last conversation he had shared with his daughter. Nearly thirty months had passed since then and yet Harrison could still remember each word spoken like they were playing in his ears.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He’s beautiful, Dad. You’ll have to come and see him soon.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure if I can Nina. I don’t think I should leave Chicago.” 
 
      
 
    “Not even for your first grandchild? You’ve been down in that bunker for years now Dad, it’ll be good to get out. You can stay with us for a while.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. I shouldn’t really leave the house empty for that long.” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing’s going to happen to the house Dad!” Nina’s voice was getting louder and louder by this point. Harrison could hear the faint sounds of a baby crying in the background and a male voice trying to soothe it. “Please,” Nina begged down the phone, “just come for a weekend. I want you to see your grandson. I want you to see me.” 
 
      
 
    “Nina I’m sorry, I just can’t—” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” Nina cut off Harrison mid-sentence. “Don’t come and visit then. Don’t meet your grandchild. Just stay in your stupid bunker all alone, like you will be for the rest of your life.” 
 
      
 
    “Nina, please…” Harrison started to argue but the phone line went dead. His daughter had hung up the phone, ending their conversation before Harrison had even found out what his grandson was called.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harrison wished he could travel back in time and re-live that phone call. Now that he had been out of his bunker for the longest amount of time in over ten years, he understood how much of a fool he had been and how much he must have hurt his daughter. Back then he felt like the bunker was the only thing keeping him safe. Depression splattered through Harrison’s life like a fish out of water, taking his breath from his lungs and hope from his body.  
 
      
 
    The loss of his wife, Sophia, had been more terrible than he could ever imagine. Even now Harrison hadn’t gotten over losing her. Even now he would still see her face every time he closed his eyes. But, one thing that had changed was that he realized he couldn’t live like that anymore. No one should spend their life underground, especially not when there were still people out in the world who needed them.  
 
      
 
    It tormented Harrison greatly that he had never learned the name of his grandchild. He knew it was a boy but beyond that, he had no idea what he was called or even what he looked like. Harrison wondered if Nina had given birth to any more children since that day. If his first grandson had a brother or sister to play with. He didn’t even know the name of the child’s father. Had Nina gotten married? Was she happy? His failings as a parent grew and grew as Harrison ran through the list of things he didn’t know about his own daughter. The regret and shame that he felt as the list grew longer only intensified, leaving Harrison cursing himself for taking this long to recognize what was important.  
 
      
 
    He watched Len with James out of the corner of his eye, appreciating what it truly meant to be a parent. To be a father. James walked in between his parents, each of his hands held by one of theirs. Every so often, Len and Amy looked at one another and tightened their grip on James’s hands, lifting his feet off of the ground and swinging him between them. James giggled with enjoyment every time it happened, the brief moment of weightlessness reminding Harrison what it was like to be a child.  
 
      
 
    Looking at the young boy, Harrison all of a sudden couldn’t wait to meet his grandson. He hoped Nina had had another child. He hoped she had a big family, a happy family that was all living safe and sound in a proper house in Toronto. He wondered what she did for a living. Trying to remember only made Harrison sadder, knowing that it was yet another piece of information he should know about his daughter but didn’t, due to the life he had chosen.  
 
      
 
    She had always been a very active girl when she was growing up. She’d received a sports scholarship for the University of Toronto and Harrison remembered that being the initial reason that she left. Beyond that, though, he was clutching at straws. He had a few happy memories of kicking a ball around in the back garden with Nina when she was much younger, back when Sophia had still been alive and she had watched from the kitchen window. Harrison’s bunker had been nothing more than an idea in his head then, the once dedicated father much more content to run around in the garden with his child and sit peacefully with his wife in the evening.  
 
      
 
    Beyond that though, Harrison wasn’t even sure what sport Nina had chosen to pursue. He hoped that she was successful though; in whatever future she had created for herself. Harrison knew he was unlikely to have contributed to it in any significant manner.  
 
      
 
    As their group put several more miles between them and the abandoned lake houses, Harrison imagined the moment he finally saw his daughter again. Countless scenarios played out for how the moment would go down, each one seeming equally realistic to him. First, Harrison imagined Nina standing in a doorway, a young boy clutching at her leg as she beckoned him in off the road. Harrison smiled to himself as he imagined Nina wrapping her arms around him, instantly forgiving everything that had happened and welcoming him into her home. As much as the mental image pleased Harrison, he knew it was the least likely of them all. He worried about if Nina would even recognize him after so long, if she would remember what her father looked like.  
 
      
 
    Of course, as much as it pained him, Harrison knew he had to also prepare himself for the fact Nina might be dead. He knew it was something Len had battled with before they had found Amy and James and he knew it was equally as likely as the many scenarios he had dreamed up for their reunion. Harrison liked to believe that if he couldn’t find Nina, he would just keep looking. But he was a realistic man and one who had prepared for what was happening for many years. He knew there would have to be a moment where he stopped searching, a moment where he finally forced himself to say goodbye. 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s thoughts were so focused on his daughter and what future he may be able to share with her that he didn’t even realize Len, Amy, and James had stopped walking. The three of them were sitting down on an old picnic bench to take a rest and eat some food. Len’s eyes drifted up to Harrison’s as the old prepper almost walked right past, his eyes barely focused on the path in front of him.  
 
      
 
    “You gunna stop for a minute, Harrison?” Len spoke up to attract his friend’s attention, seeing the vacant expression on his face as he walked.  
 
      
 
    “Huh? What?” Harrison snapped out of his daydream, noticing the break his group was taking. “Oh yeah, of course, sorry.” 
 
      
 
    He stumbled around to the other side of the picnic bench and sat down next to Len, shrugging his rucksack off and placing it on the ground, but keeping his A3 rifle slung over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right man?” Len asked in a slightly hushed tone, though Harrison still saw Amy’s head raise slightly, evidence that she had heard the question.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah,” Harrison plastered on a smile and tried to alleviate the strange tension he had caused with his lack of attention. “I was just off in my own world, nothing to worry about.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Len smiled and patted Harrison on the shoulder a couple of times before reaching down into his own rucksack and pulling out a couple of snack bars. “Want one?” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks,” Harrison accepted the food graciously, the walking making him extremely hungry as it always did. He shook his head slightly to himself a couple of times while he ate, disappointed that he had managed to get so preoccupied by his thoughts. He knew he needed to constantly be on high alert while they were traveling. There was no time to get lost in daydreams and fantasies.  
 
      
 
    “How far do you think we’ve come?” Amy questioned as she took a swig from her water bottle, passing it to James afterwards to make sure he was drinking too.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Harrison shrugged, ashamed that his distracted thoughts meant he hadn’t been measuring the distance like he normally did. “Maybe about ten miles?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where we’re heading?” Amy questioned Harrison again, her protective maternal instincts wanting to make sure they had at least some sort of route planned out.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison replied in a slightly irritated tone. “Toronto is the end game for me. But I’m taking us farther north for a bit before we have to cross Michigan. I want to avoid Grand Rapids.” 
 
      
 
    Amy seemed to retreat into herself slightly at Harrison’s words, a lump forming in her throat that she struggled to swallow. Harrison wondered if he had been too short with her. He hadn’t meant to upset her or come across as rude.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want to see the map?” Harrison offered as an afterthought, reaching into one of the side pockets of his bag and pulling out the large paper guide. “Here,” Harrison continued as he spread it out over the picnic table they sat around, each of them reaching forward and holding down a corner of the page once Harrison had it focused on the right area.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should go up here,” Harrison traced a line along the map with his finger, showing Amy, Len, and James where he intended to lead them. “Until we reach Route 46. Then we can start heading east and travel through mostly farmlands, avoiding Grand Rapids, Lansing, and most importantly, Detroit.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison pointed to each of the cities he mentioned with his finger, drawing an imaginary cross over Detroit when he reached it. That was a city he definitely wanted to avoid. Gang activity was already horrendous there before everything happened; there was no way the city was in a good way now. He had considered walking near it in order to get a feel for what Toronto was like, but quickly rejected it as too much of a risk. If he wanted to make it to Canada, he needed to be sensible about how he got there.  
 
      
 
    “That sounds good to me,” Len replied as Harrison stopped speaking, his finger loitering over the city of Detroit. “Shall we keep heading north for now then?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison nodded, reaching out to grab the corners of the map in order to re-fold it when the sound of a gun being cocked rang out behind him. Harrison froze. He could tell what was about to happen. The four of them had all been so engrossed in the map that no one had been keeping watch. No one had been looking out for exactly what had just happened. An ambush. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Amy’s eyes snapped up and found Len’s, his gaze focused on their son who sat opposite Len and to Amy’s left. She could feel her heart beating rapidly in her chest, all of them frozen in time as they realized countless weapons were trained on them. Even Harrison had been caught off guard, the old prepper equally as startled and surprised as the rest of them.  
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t know what to do. Her head was still angled down at the map on the table, but as she kept her eyes trained upwards, she could make out that two men stood behind Len and Harrison. She figured there must be more, their group likely surrounded by the bandits who had found them. All that she needed to know was exactly what did they want. James remained her priority and Amy would do absolutely anything to protect him.  
 
      
 
    Before a plan could piece itself together in her head, Amy felt a hard object slam into the small of her back and at the same time a thick arm wrapped its way around her neck. Her natural inclination was to fight back, trying to free herself from the hold, until a slimy voice started to whisper in her ear.  
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the voice taunted Amy. “Not unless you want me to put a bullet in this kid of yours.” 
 
      
 
    All fight left Amy’s body quicker than the flash of a muzzle. She wouldn’t do anything to put James’s life in danger, no matter how much harm it brought to her.  
 
      
 
    “That’s better,” the voice continued in her ear. “Now why don’t you stand up and come with me.” 
 
      
 
    What the man who was holding her had said didn’t sound like a question and almost as soon as he had finished speaking, the man tightened the grip he had around Amy’s neck. The increased pressure forced her to stand, stumbling off of the picnic bench and allowing her body to be dragged backwards a few feet. He had her completely under his control, no movement she made of her own volition.  
 
      
 
    Now that Amy was standing, she could finally see the extent of the group that had ambushed her. There were seven men in total, each of them with weapons trained on the three figures still sitting around the picnic table. Harrison was staring straight at Amy, his eyes moving slightly from side to side as he also saw what was behind her, something that Amy could only guess at. She didn’t care too much about Harrison in that moment though, her eyes finding Len’s once more and watching him as he kept his gaze trained on James, trying to keep their son calm. It nearly made Amy sick to see that one of the men had a pistol resting against the side of James’s head. He held it there so flippantly, like blowing a hole through a child’s brain was just a normal afternoon for him.  
 
      
 
    “Now,” the slimy voice returned in Amy’s ear, the viselike grip the man had around her neck tightening again. “Are you going to come with us quietly, or are we going to have to make you?” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t know what to say. She didn’t know whether the man wanted a response or not and even if he did, she had no idea what she would say to him. The sight of a gun resting against her son’s head was enough to make her do almost anything, but was it enough to make her walk away?  
 
      
 
    “Don’t you move a muscle!”  
 
      
 
    Another man suddenly shouted from behind Len and Harrison, taking a step forward and holding his pistol to the back of Harrison’s head in a similar fashion to how the other stilled James. Amy hadn’t seen what had happened, but guessed Harrison had tried to move for his own weapon. She admired the old prepper slightly but it was also obvious to her that there was no way they were going to make it out of this predicament on top.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” Amy spoke as loudly as she dared, her eyes still facing forward as she looked at Len and Harrison. “Please don’t hurt them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” the slimy voice whispered in her ear again, each word it spoke like nails dragging down a chalkboard to Amy. “That depends on my earlier question doesn’t it? Are you going to come with us quietly?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy whispered in reply, “I’ll come with you.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s eyes drifted up to Amy’s in that moment, understanding what she intended to do. He pleaded with her silently not to do it. He had only just got her back. He couldn’t lose her again. But Amy didn’t believe she had a choice. She could tell that these men were serious about their threats on everyone else’s lives. She couldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t be responsible for putting her son in danger, for putting his life on the line.  
 
      
 
    “Excellent,” the man purred in her ear, starting to walk backwards so Amy was forced to stumble along with him. She was struggling to breathe now, the thick arm around her throat pressing firmly on her windpipe as they moved. Still Amy kept her eyes trained on Len, trying to convey all her feelings toward him in one look. She needed him to look after James. That was her priority. She needed him to find her too, but she wanted him to know that James had to come first. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to her son as a result of her actions.  
 
      
 
    The scene in front of Amy remained the same as she was dragged farther and farther away from her family. She didn’t know where this man was taking her, but felt utterly powerless to try and escape from his grasp nonetheless. The picture of James, Len, and Harrison at the picnic bench grew smaller and smaller in her vision, the men with guns all still standing around them. Eventually the man who was dragging her turned a corner and her family disappeared from sight. Amy felt like she had been punched in the stomach. The urge to struggle against the man suddenly intensified inside her. She fought hard against it though, knowing that her son’s life was still on the line.  
 
      
 
    “That’s the last you’ll ever see of them,” the man’s horrible voice caressed her ear again, his lips actually brushing up against her skin as he laughed to himself.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s hands curled into fists, anger flooding through her veins and leaving her ready to strike when a sharp prick hit the side of her neck, followed by an instant feeling of heaviness. Her head felt fuzzy and her eyelids started to droop, forcing her to lean back on the man behind her for support before she quickly gave way to unconsciousness, a tranquilizer dart sticking out of her neck.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Amy opened her eyes again, she felt like she had been smacked over the head with a mallet. Her ears were ringing and her vision was blurred, her eyes needing several seconds to focus and take in their surroundings. She was lying on a plastic camp bed in what looked like a large tent. There were beds on either side of her, lining the sides of the tent with a walkway in the middle. Some of them were occupied, people sleeping or gazing into the distance or looking around the tent like she was. Most were empty though, no sign of whoever had slept there.  
 
      
 
    Forcing herself to sit up Amy raised a hand to her right temple, pressing down on it slightly to try and alleviate her headache. It was a method her mother had taught her when she was very young and after half a minute Amy started to feel more normal.  
 
      
 
    She worked hard to stop the panic from rising inside of her as she recalled what had happened. The ambush and the group of men pointing weapons at her family. At her son. Sweeping her eyes around the tent once more, Amy double-checked every person who was in there, making sure none of the beds were occupied by James, Len, or Harrison. That was when she realized everyone inside the tent was female. There was no sign of any of the men who had taken her or of any men who had been taken themselves. Each occupied bed belonged to a woman, ranging in age from early teenage years to about sixty or sixty five.  
 
      
 
    Curious about what was happening, her mind running wild with possibilities, Amy staggered to her feet and started walking toward the entrance of the tent. She glanced around as she walked for anything she could use as a weapon, anything she could use to defend herself in some way. None of the women in the tent with her seemed dangerous, but Amy was certain whoever had put them in there was.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Amy called as she reached the entrance to the tent, finding it closed up with no way out from the inside. “Hey! What’s going on? Where am I?” No one answered her calls, her voice almost echoing through the silence of the tent. “Hey!” Amy continued shouting, slamming her fists into the plastic wall of the tent in front of her. “Let me out of here!” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, will you!”  
 
      
 
    A voice came from behind her, causing Amy to spin around and glance back at the few women who were inside with her. No one made eye contact; no one even looked in her direction. Turning back around, Amy opened her mouth once again and started shouting for someone to let her out, for someone to explain what was happening.  
 
      
 
    “Oi!” The same voice came from behind Amy again and this time she turned around quick enough to notice which woman it had come from. “You’re going to get us all in trouble,” the woman hissed before looking back down at her hands while she lay in a bed.  
 
      
 
    Amy abandoned her challenge at the entrance of the tent and started walking towards where this woman lay inside; noticing one of her legs was carelessly bandaged and rested on top of a small pillow.  
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” Amy asked forcefully as she sat down on the bed next to the woman, trying to get her to speak. “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    The woman refused to make eye contact with Amy, doing her best to ignore her. Amy kept pestering her however, refusing to give up on the one lead of information she may have in the place. She had to find out what was happening, and if possible, she had to find a way out.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know where we are exactly,” the woman spoke in a hushed tone eventually, glancing nervously around the room first to make sure no one else was listening. “But I know no one is coming to save us.” The woman paused for dramatic effect, making sure she had Amy hooked before she continued her story.  
 
      
 
    “I assume you were taken, like the rest of us were. All of the women here were taken from their homes or their families, wherever they had managed to find that was safe. There are no men who are kept with us, only the ones who run this place. The ones who took us. They only take women because we’re less likely to fight back, easier to control. You’ll see them later, when they come back with the others. They always come in to check out the newbies.” 
 
      
 
    “But why are we here?” Amy questioned, desperately trying to piece the woman’s story together. “What others are you talking about?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not the only women here,” Amy’s new ally continued. “There are many more who they’ve taken out for the day. They do that every morning, like clockwork. They make us go into the nearby houses and take everything that has value. Food, alcohol, guns. Even stuff that is worthless now, like televisions or computers and jewelry. You name it, if you used to be able to sell it for a profit, they want it. Then, when it starts getting dark they bring us back here, we eat, we sleep, and the process begins again the next day. 
 
      
 
    “But what about you?” Amy asked curiously, slowly starting to understand what had happened and what kind of place she had been taken to. “Why are you not out with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Because of this,” the woman winced and gestured to her leg. “I can’t go out anymore. I’m useless to them now, for that anyway…” She paused, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “They find other uses for the ones who can’t go outside.” 
 
      
 
    Amy shuddered. She didn’t want to know what the woman was referring to. She could guess though, and the mere thought disgusted her. Looking around the tent where she was being kept, Amy counted how many beds there were. Fifty-five. There was space for fifty-five women. Excusing herself from the one with the injured leg, Amy crept back to the bed she had woken up in and climbed back inside it. She couldn’t believe what was happening. How had she let this happen? She closed her eyes and leaned back against the small pillow that had been provided for her. How, after everything she had been through, did she manage to end up here? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    When shouting woke Amy a few hours later, it once again took her a few moments to take in her surroundings and remember what had happened. She was still drowsy from the dart she’d been injected with and her head felt heavy and foggy at the same time, like it had been stuffed with cotton. Casting her eyes over the other beds, Amy saw that no one else had returned yet, but from the noises outside the tent they were about to.  
 
      
 
    A couple of the woman had risen from their beds, starting to walk toward the tent entrance where the shouting and sound of footsteps increased. Finding the woman she had spoken to earlier with the broken leg, Amy saw her lying still in her bed, though her eyes were firmly fixed on the entrance. Though the woman was technically unable to move if she wanted to, Amy decided to follow her lead and stay in bed. She was deeply suspicious and nervous of what was about to happen and thought it best to try and keep as far away from the action as possible.  
 
      
 
    After about sixty more seconds of noise, that action finally revealed itself to Amy. The entrance to the tent opened and in marched a long line of women, chaperoned on each side by several large men all carrying weapons of some sort. Some had rifles or other types of guns, while some simply carried crowbars or baseball bats, anything they could use to inflict damage. Amy didn’t know what she was more afraid of, a quick bullet to the head or the long and painful process of being beaten. She hoped she never had to experience either.  
 
      
 
    Keeping her head down as much as she could to avoid being noticed, Amy counted the woman as they were paraded into the tent. There were twenty-seven of them, which based off her earlier calculations meant there was still room for several more within the tent. Each woman wore the same expression of sorrow and self-pity. They looked like they had given up, like they had accepted their fate and there was no fight left within them. Amy couldn’t guess how long each of them had been in this place, but in that moment she swore to herself that she would never wear that expression on her face. She would find a way to get out and get back to her family.  
 
      
 
    Silently the women marched over to specific beds, each of them sitting or lying down on one instantly, their eyes closing with exhaustion. Once the last woman had been deposited at her station, the men walked back toward the entrance together and stood in a huddle for a second. Amy couldn’t hear what they were saying but from what she had experienced so far she sort of didn’t want to. A few seconds later when the huddle dispersed and the men turned to face the room again Amy immediately dropped her eyes, desperate not to be recognized.  
 
      
 
    “Fresh meat!” One of the men stepped forward slightly and shouted out into the tent. He was twirling what looked like a police baton in his fingers, while a pistol rested in a holster against his hip in a similar fashion to how Len had worn his. “Step forward, ladies!” 
 
      
 
    Amy shuddered, her eyes rising slightly to try and determine what the other women in the tent were doing. The woman she had spoken to earlier had mentioned something about the men wanting to check out the newbies. The mere thought of what that entailed made Amy’s skin crawl. She didn’t want to go near any of those men unless it was to beat them at their own game and get out of there. But she knew she had to be careful. She needed to play her cards right and stay out of trouble if she wanted to stay alive. The woman she’d spoken to earlier had had a broken leg, and several others around the tent looked beaten and bruised. Amy was ruling out nothing in terms of what these men would do.  
 
      
 
    “Come on ladies!” The man shouted again, taking another step forward and slamming his baton down on the side of one of the little camp beds. It caused a loud clang to ring out through the tent, warranting gasps from a couple of the woman.  
 
      
 
    “We know who you are,” the man continued, “so you might as well stand up now and make it easier on yourselves. You don’t want staying in bed to be the last choice you ever make, do you?” 
 
      
 
    As the man banged his baton on the bed a couple more times, Amy finally looked up and instantly locked eyes with the woman she had spoken to earlier. The one with the cast was staring at her relentlessly, her eyes widening as she gently nodded her head up and down. A motion so slight no one would notice unless they were looking directly at her.  
 
      
 
    With a deep breath, Amy did what she believed the woman was telling her to do and climbed to her feet. Whoever the woman was, it seemed like she had been in the tent for a while and knew how things operated. In her uncertain state Amy was willing to take all the help she could get to make it through to the next morning alive.  
 
      
 
    “Aha!” The man exclaimed with a grin on his face as he noticed Amy standing up, twirling his baton in glee as he slowly walked toward her. Amy didn’t recognize the man at all from her ambush earlier, but many of their faces had been covered up so she couldn’t be sure. Though she hoped this was a new man, not wanting to come into contact with any of the men who had taken her from her family.  
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, my dear,” the man purred as he moved ever closer to where Amy stood. “Looks like you’re the confident one of the group. Is there anyone else willing to stand up and join this fine young woman?” 
 
      
 
    Amy cringed at the words the man was saying. It was flattery that sounded so fake it bordered on insulting. In fact, it almost certainly was insulting. But Amy knew she was in no position to fight back—not yet—so for now she just had to grit her teeth and smile politely, refusing to rise to what the man was saying.  
 
      
 
    A few more seconds passed in silence before another woman who sat almost opposite Amy stood up as well, her hands clutched behind her back. Another woman followed and then, after another short pause a fourth joined their group. Within a minute of Amy standing up she became one of four women who had clearly been taken that day. She was both shocked and disgusted, glancing at each of the women quickly in turn before looking back to the man who continued to walk toward them.  
 
      
 
    “There we go!” He cried, holding his arms out in the air in a mock celebration. “That wasn’t so hard was it? Although…” the man paused, twirling the police baton in his fingers once more. He was now no more than a few feet away from where Amy stood; she could smell the heavy scent of expensive cologne on his clothes, undoubtedly stolen from a nearby house or town. “My reports did tell me that there were five of you brought back today.” 
 
      
 
    Amy kept quiet, refusing to move even her eyes to look around the tent. There was a strong note of accusation in the man’s tone, telling her right away that there was one woman in the tent who had yet to stand up.  
 
      
 
    “Come on now,” the man clicked his tongue between his teeth. “Are you going to stand up mystery woman number five, or am I going to have to find you?” 
 
      
 
    An eerie silence rang out through the tent, none of the women moving or making a sound. Internally Amy begged whoever the fifth woman was to step forward and reveal herself. The way the man walked from bed to bed inspecting the women in the silence made her feel uncomfortable, like something terrible was about to happen. And then it did. In a snap the man lunged forward and pushed one of the women from her bed, leaving her in a heap on the floor. She opened her mouth to scream when his baton came crashing down, slamming into her head and her body over and over again until her cries quickly stopped. Amy was frozen in place, staring at the body that lay crumpled on the floor. It was so still, not a fraction of movement noticeable.  
 
      
 
    “Poor form, number five,” the man tutted to himself, wiping his baton on the sleeve of his shirt, which to Amy’s horror left a bloody stain across the white fabric. “She’ll learn to behave eventually,” he smirked, turning back to look at Amy and the other three women. “For the rest of you, take that as a warning. Next time you might not have someone to take the beating for you.” 
 
      
 
    A lump formed in Amy’s throat as the man started walking toward another of the women who had stood up with her, the baton still clutched in his right hand. When he reached the woman he leaned in a sniffed her neck tenderly before planting a soft kiss on her cheek. Amy struggled to swallow. She could see the pain in the woman’s eyes as she let the man do it, allowing anything in order to avoid being beaten within an inch of her life.  
 
      
 
    When the man finally reached Amy, last on his tour of the new arrivals, he came to a halt in front of her and smiled with a wide, toothy grin. “I’m excited to see what you’re made of, sweetheart,” he slurred, grabbing hold of Amy’s face with his free hand. “Apparently you came with us quite willingly. I look forward to seeing what else you’re willing to do.” 
 
      
 
    Amy remained motionless as the man held her face, the scent of his cologne not quite covering up the stale odor that seeped from his mouth as he talked. She refused to even flinch as he leaned in and kissed her cheek like he had with the other women, staring blankly ahead until he had released her and walked away.  
 
      
 
    “Food will be along shortly,” the man shouted out as he reached the rest of the group who still waited by the entrance of the tent. “Oh, and someone make sure that one,” he pointed to the woman he had beaten who still lay on the floor, “is still breathing.” 
 
      
 
    With an uproar of laughter from the other men the group of them left the tent, securely fastening the doorway behind them. Immediately Amy felt her body sag, all her adrenaline quickly draining from her as her mind processed what had just happened. Several women moved over to the one on the floor, but Amy was incapable of forcing herself forward. Her body collapsed on the bed behind her and her heart thumped in her chest. She didn’t know what she had been expecting, but it hadn’t been that. The worst thing was there was something inside her that told Amy what she’d just experienced was only just the beginning. Her instincts told her that there was much worse to come.  
 
      
 
    When the entrance to the tent opened again just under an hour later, Amy was careful not to make it obvious she was watching. She kept her head down and her body still, though her eyes tracked the four men who entered, each pair of them carrying a large container. Something sloshed back and forth in one of them, occasionally spilling over the side until it was placed down in a vacant part of the tent. No words were spoken during the process, the men leaving immediately once the containers had been put down.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the tent was secured and locked shut, the women inside suddenly became alive with activity. Each woman rushed forward to the containers, keeling over with their heads inside. People were pushing and shoving to try and get a good position, desperate to access whatever was inside.  
 
      
 
    Curious, Amy started walking over to them, the occasional straggler elbowing her out of the way in her own attempt to reach the containers. It reminded Amy of animals at a watering hole and—when she reached them—she realized that was exactly what it was. One was filled with water, though it looked unclean and slightly murky in color. The second appeared to be food of some description, though Amy struggled to identify what it was. It looked like gruel, gray and gritty in appearance, with an unsavory smell wafting off of it. Despite this, the women all still leaned in to what Amy could best describe as a trough, scooping up handfuls and devouring the meal.  
 
      
 
    Moving from side to side, Amy tried to find a way into the pack of women that surrounded the water trough. She could survive without the mystery food for a day, but she knew her body needed water to survive. After being elbowed in the sides several more times she finally managed to wriggle her way in, bending her body forward at the waist to look at the water below. Already a large amount of it had been drunk, but Amy was still cautious about the color and stale fragrance that came from it. She remembered the weird tinge she had seen on the water of Lake Michigan and the effect it had had on Giles when he drank it. After what she had experienced so far, she wouldn’t be surprised if the men had provided them with dirty or contaminated water. But she had no choice. She needed water to survive and this was clearly the only option.  
 
      
 
    Two more hours later, as Amy lay in her assigned bed in the dark listening to women softly snore around her; she couldn’t help the tears that rolled silently down her cheeks. She wept for her son, wherever he was by now. She had no way of knowing what had happened to James, Len, and Harrison after she had been taken from them. After everything she had seen over the last twelve hours, she questioned whether her family would’ve been left alive.  
 
      
 
    A few other women cried in the tent as well, their muffled sobs joining in with the sounds of sleep. Amy wondered whether there was some way she could get them all to join together, to overpower the men that held them captive and find a way to escape. She figured the one with the broken leg was a good place to start, that woman seeming to know a little more than Amy did about how things worked. Amy planned to try and speak to her again at some point, but she knew if they did leave the tent in the morning, she wouldn’t be coming with them due to her leg.  
 
      
 
    Bits and pieces of various plans and ideas swam though Amy’s head as she closed her eyes and tried to sleep. She just wanted to find a way back to her family, back to the life she had known before. Just two nights ago she had slept in a comfortable bed in her friend’s lake house, finally believing that everything would be all right again. How wrong she had been. Her world had been turned upside down again and this time there was no one around to help her. This time, she had to figure things out for herself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Len stared forward as he watched his ex-wife being dragged farther and farther away from him. He was completely powerless to stop it from happening, several automatic weapons trained firmly on him, Harrison, and his son, James. As much as it pained Len to watch Amy voluntarily leave them behind, he understood why she had done it. It made sense. If he had been in her position and believed it was the only way to keep James alive, it’s exactly what he would’ve done.  
 
      
 
    But it still broke his heart. Ever since what had happened in Chicago, Len had committed his entire life to finding Amy and James again. Yes, he understood what Amy had done in order to save James, but to Len, his ex-wife was equally important to him. He wanted them both by his side and he couldn’t believe that one of them had been taken from him so quickly.  
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice piped up from beside Len as Amy finally disappeared from view in the distance. With her gone, Len’s gaze fell to his son, the young boy sitting stock still at the picnic bench, his eyes boring into the wooden table top. He looked frightened. How could he be anything but? Even though Len wanted Amy to be with them, he knew now that he had to refocus and keep James as his top priority. He needed to protect his son from danger or everything they had done so far would be for nothing.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve got what you wanted,” Harrison continued in a confrontational voice that Len recognized well. “Are you going to leave us in peace now?” 
 
      
 
    One of the men Len could only just see out of the corner of his eye laughed, sparking his companions to join in with him as well. “What do you think?” The man chuckled, still holding his pistol pointed firmly at Harrison’s head. “If we let you go, will you forget about everything that had just happened? Forget about the woman?” 
 
      
 
    “We might,” Harrison shrugged his shoulders up and down lightly, the old prepper appearing to gradually fill with more confidence the longer the exchange went on. “You’ll just have to trust us.” As Harrison spoke, Len felt a small amount of pressure being applied to his leg beneath the table. Without looking down he realized it was Harrison, subtlety nudging him with his own leg. After all the time Len had spent with Harrison he knew this meant something was about to happen. His friend wasn’t goading their attackers for no reason. He had a plan and Len believed it was about to be put into action. Harrison’s Glock still rested in the holster at his waist, as did Len’s Beretta. They were still armed, but Len had something else he would have to deal with first before he would even think about shooting.   
 
      
 
    The man laughed again, taking a small step forward so the barrel of his pistol actually rested against Harrison’s temple. “Trust you? I wouldn’t trust you as far as I could throw you, old man. In fact, I think—” 
 
      
 
      
 
    No one around the picnic table got to discover what the man thought, Harrison springing into action at that exact moment just as Len had anticipated. Len himself reacted immediately too. As soon as he saw Harrison’s arm flying upwards and knocking the pistol both away from his head and out of the man’s hand, Len jumped out of his seat and shoved his son’s body underneath the table.  
 
      
 
    At the same time, the weeks of training with Harrison making his movements almost second nature, Len pulled his 9mm from its holster and fired two shots at the two men who had been standing closest to his son. Spinning around, Len saw Harrison was holding his own pistol and a second, each trained on a different man. The one who had been talking earlier lay coughing up blood on the ground, his throat slashed in a gruesome manner.  
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  
 
      
 
    Harrison repeated the words he had spoken earlier with a smirk on his face, everyone very aware how the tables had turned. Len pointed his own weapon at the third standing adversary, all of whom now stood with their hands in their air, weapons dropped at their feet.  
 
      
 
    Leaning down slightly, Len tried to coax James out from underneath the picnic table, but found his son hugging one of the wooden legs with his eyes closed. Shifting his weight slightly Len protected the view of James’ body with his own, hiding his son from the one man who remained stood in a potentially dangerous position for his son.  
 
      
 
    “Should we leave you in peace?” Harrison continued, again echoing the words he had spoken just a few minutes earlier. Len would never stop being amazed by how quickly Harrison could take control of a situation and turn the odds in their favor. It had happened on countless occasions already and he hoped that when the next thing went wrong—which it undoubtedly would sooner or later—Harrison would be there to make things better again.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” one of the men started speaking, his voice stuttering slightly while his arms shook from their position in the air.  “We didn’t choose to start doing this. We just followed because it was the best way to stay alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay alive?” It was Len’s turn to echo the words now, keen to gather some information from the men while they were all frozen in their standoff. “Where did that guy take her? Where have you taken Amy?” 
 
      
 
    The man with his throat slashed on the ground started laughing again at Len’s question, the sound painful even to listen to as blood pooled around his throat and he started to choke. Len could tell the man was trying to say something, perhaps trying to stop his group from revealing the information Len was asking for, but he was unable to get his words out.  
 
      
 
    Harrison took a step forward so he was standing directly over the dying man, his weapons still trained on the other two as before. “Do you want them to die like you?” he whispered, looking down at the man then back to the two he could kill with the tiniest movement of his fingers.  
 
      
 
    The man on the ground laughed again, coughing and spluttering as his breathing became ragged. Harrison continued to stand over him as the man’s breathing grew more and more desperate, rasping sounds filling the otherwise silent countryside they inhabited. It only lasted a few more seconds before his body gave up, pulling the wicked man into the relentless tomb of death.  
 
      
 
    “Where was she taken?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice was firm now. He seemed completely unaffected by the man he had just watched die. Len wondered how many people Harrison had stood over as the life left their bodies. How many of them had been a result of his own actions? They were the kind of questions he would never ask the old prepper himself, but Len believed the figures would be quite high. He was simply glad Harrison was on his side and that he would never have to stand up to the man himself.  
 
      
 
    “There’s a small camp—” 
 
      
 
    “Shut up, you idiot!”  
 
      
 
    As one of the men that Harrison trained a gun on started to speak, the one Len was facing jumped forward, calling out for his friend to stop. Before he could react Len felt a fist crunch into the side of his head and the weight of a man falling down on him as he became pinned to the dirt. His Beretta was knocked out of his hand but Len’s instincts immediately kicked in. Harrison had trained him to fight as well as fire a weapon; he knew what he needed to do.  
 
      
 
    Flinging a punch upwards at the man who had jumped on him, Len felt his knuckles connect with the side of his jaw. Crimson blood spat out of his mouth, some of his catching Len on the face, the metallic scent filling his nostrils. That wasn’t enough though; Len knew he needed to get the man off of him so he could provide Harrison with a clean shot. That was something the two of them had discussed at length, something that Len had taken in very carefully. He knew Harrison would never shoot if he thought there was a chance the bullet might hit Len, but as soon as the shot was clear it would be taken.  
 
      
 
    Wrestling harder with the man, Len continued to shove the body away from him and away from the picnic table where his son still cowered. Len was all too aware that James would be watching everything. He had probably already seen the men die and—although Amy had told Len the things James had been through so far—Len knew how different it was to watch a man be shot in front of you. It was something he had experienced for himself no more than a few weeks earlier. James was surely too young to understand.  
 
      
 
    Thinking of his son and what he must do in order to protect him, Len felt his body fill with more strength and adrenaline. He charged forward, wrapping his arms around the man’s waist and forcing him backwards, putting some distance between him and the rest of the group.  
 
      
 
    “Now!”  
 
      
 
    Len cried with his back still to Harrison, diving over to one side as the man stumbled and fell to the ground once more. Less than half a second after Len had spoken he heard the distinctive sound of Harrison’s Glock and then watched a single bullet lodge itself in his attacker’s head.  
 
      
 
    Panting, Len scrambled to his feet and looked back at the scene behind him. Harrison still had total control of the two remaining men, neither of them looking like they were willing to risk their lives for their cause anymore. James was still beneath the table. He was in the same position, hugging the table leg with his eyes closed. Len couldn’t tell whether or not his son had witnessed what happened. Walking back toward him, he reached down and placed a hand on James’s shoulder, forcing the boy to open one eye and look at his father.  
 
      
 
    “It’s okay,” Len whispered to his son, trying to coax him out from under the table. “You can come out now.” 
 
      
 
    After a few seconds James nodded and crawled out, his eyes flitting between the dead men that now surrounded the once idyllic picnic area. Len reached down and picked up his 9mm from the grass where it had been knocked, placing it in his holster and then holding his son’s hand while nodding for Harrison to continue. 
 
      
 
    “Where was she taken?” Harrison repeated, looking at the man who had started to speak earlier.  
 
      
 
    “There’s a small camp,” he started again, the other who stood beside him making no attempt to try and silence his friend. “It’s just south of the national forests. That’s where your lady will have been taken.” 
 
      
 
    “And why?” Harrison questioned further, not once lowering the two pistols he pointed at the men. “Why was she taken there? What happens at the camp?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a labor camp,” the man stuttered in reply, his cheeks flushing and showing how embarrassed he was not only by his words, but what the solar crash had forced him to do with his life. “The women are sent out to scavenge for valuables. To find things that might be useful after all of this is sorted out.” 
 
      
 
    It was Harrison’s turn to laugh now, constantly surprised by how stupid people were. He knew it would be years before things went back to normal and yet, there were people out there stealing things that might have once brought them a pretty buck or two at auction. The greed of the human race showed no signs of failing, even after the world had been brought to its knees.  
 
      
 
    “Ridiculous,” Harrison muttered beneath his breath, shaking his head and giving the two men a disappointed glare. “Len?” he then called over his shoulder, grabbing his friend’s attention. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to start heading that way?” Harrison suggested, indicating that Len and James should leave while he stayed to deal with the two remaining men. Harrison couldn’t see Len or James from his position, but he knew it was the right thing to do. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Len’s response came after a second, understanding once again what Harrison intended to do. “Come on James, let’s get our stuff.” 
 
      
 
    As quickly as he could Len shouldered his rucksack again and helped James to put his on as well. He picked up Amy’s too, flinging that over one of his shoulders so it hung off the side of his body. It was heavy and would need some rearranging shortly, but for now he just wanted to get away from the area. Once they were kitted up, Len immediately started leading his son away from the scene. He didn’t bother to say goodbye to Harrison. He could tell what was about to happen and knew he would see the prepper again soon enough.  
 
      
 
    Gripping his son’s hand they walked quickly down the track Len had watched Amy be dragged down earlier. She couldn’t be that far away already and now that they knew where she was being taken, he would be right behind her. As the two of them disappeared around the corner just like she had, Len heard two distinct shots ring out behind him. He tried not to flinch, looking down at his son and smiling as the two of them continued to walk. Harrison had done what was needed and Len refused to feel anything but gratitude toward the man. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    “This is weird, Dixon.” 
 
      
 
    Mary held on tightly to Dixon’s hand as the two of them walked into the entrance of the White House. Dixon agreed; it was weird. The place felt like it was deserted. There had been no one at the main gate questioning them when they arrived, and the whole of the front courtyard was devoid of movement as well. It was extremely late now and under normal circumstances, the security was reduced overnight. But this was far from normal circumstances. Dixon knew that it could only mean the manpower was desperately needed somewhere else, and that wasn’t a good thing.  
 
      
 
    “I know.” He remained confident as he spoke to Mary, doing his best to keep her reassured that things weren’t as bad as he believed they might be. “Everyone will be inside somewhere though, don’t worry. We’ll find them, your father included.” 
 
      
 
    They had spoken fleetingly about Mary’s father as they walked through the city, Dixon trying to concentrate more on their immediate surroundings than what they would find once they arrived. He was sure Mr. Wilson was dealing with things in the most effective manner. He had spent the better part of two years working with the man and although he was difficult at times and often quick to anger, Dixon knew he always had other people’s best interests at heart.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps ironically, one of the things that worried Dixon the most about returning to the White House was the fact that he’d abandoned it. Wilson always had others’ interests at heart, yes, but he was also a strict man of duty and by returning with Mary, it made it obvious that Dixon had abandoned his. He had no idea how his superior would react and could only hope it wouldn’t worsen their situation. Either way, he would never have refused Mary’s wish to see her father. Her happiness was always his top priority.  
 
      
 
    “Where is everyone?” Mary questioned as Dixon steered her down a set of specific corridors. He was leading her back to the room where he had last seen Mr. Wilson, hoping that the chief of staff hadn’t left his post.  
 
      
 
    “They’ll all be locked away in boardrooms,” Dixon replied, “trying to come up with an explanation for all of this.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there one?”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Dixon shook his head after a few seconds of silence, wondering what it really was that had caused everything to happen. He remembered the early reports he had taken to Mr. Wilson, the details describing an extreme solar flare. He remembered the news bulletin they had sent out just before the power went completely dark and the warnings they had given to the public. After what he had seen in Washington, Dixon knew they had done little to no good. Chaos had enveloped the capital and it was going to take more than just the Army to stop it.  
 
      
 
    A few more twists and turns through the White House and Dixon escorted Mary into the corridor he had last traveled down with the intention of apprehending a terrorist cell. He never did find out if one had even broken into the building, his small team of soldiers finding many bodies, but no living evidence of what had happened.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just down here,” Dixon whispered to Mary, his voice lowering subconsciously as they walked.  
 
      
 
    “What is?” 
 
      
 
    “Your father,” Dixon squeezed Mary’s hand a little tighter. “At least, I hope he is anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Mary squeezed Dixon’s hand in return, her heart pounding in her chest at the thought of seeing her father. If anyone had found a way to stay alive in the White House, it was him. She knew how resilient he was and was certain he was working tirelessly to try and get the city back on its feet. As the two of them paused outside a specific door, Mary strained her ears trying to hear what was happening inside. There were definitely voices on the other side, but it was impossible to make out what they were saying or who they were coming from.  
 
      
 
    Dixon let go of Mary’s hand for the first time since the two of them had reunited. He gestured for her to stand to one side and removed his pistol from its holster. He wanted to believe the room was just as he had left it but knew assuming so would be a foolish mistake. With Mary protected from view he readied himself, edging forward so he could push open the door and be ready to either attack or defend himself from whatever was inside.  
 
      
 
    “Clear,” Dixon sighed thankfully under his breath as he achieved a full visual of the room. The number of engineers inside had more than halved, but there was still a team working carefully in the back corner of the room.  
 
      
 
    Looking back to Mary, Dixon held the door open for her and allowed his girlfriend to walk in. A few of the engineers looked up from their posts but only for a second before returning to work. They weren’t bothered by the appearance of a single soldier and a young girl, more important things like the chance of saving their country at the top of their minds.  
 
      
 
    “He’s not here,” Mary’s voice sounded flat beside him and Dixon turned to look at her, sorrow already filling her eyes.  
 
      
 
    “He’s nearby,” Dixon stroked the side of Mary’s face with one had as he spoke. “We’ll find him.” 
 
      
 
    Striding toward the team of engineers, Dixon prepared himself to ask about Mr. Wilson. He was confident the man was somewhere in the close vicinity. It looked like the engineers who remained in the room were working with much more purpose than before and that could only mean they knew what they were working towards. If Dixon was right, that meant Mr. Wilson had come up with a plan and was probably just elsewhere executing another part of it. Dixon just hoped he was still within the White House grounds.  
 
      
 
    “Status update, please,” Dixon spoke as he reached the side of the engineering team, locking eyes with one of them who grumbled slightly before pushing herself to her feet in order to respond. Dixon wasn’t exactly a commanding officer, or one of any rank, but all could agree every party needed to know what was happening.  
 
      
 
    “Radio signal still down,” the female engineer replied, wiping her greasy hands on her sleeves as she spoke. “No working frequencies have been found.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon raised his eyebrows slightly, curious to learn more about what the engineering team had been tasked with but aware it wasn’t the purpose of the conversation. “Roger that. Where is Mr. Wilson?” 
 
      
 
    “Still underground I believe. He hasn’t come back up here in a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Underground?” Dixon was instantly confused. He found it very unlikely Mr. Wilson would’ve gone down to the emergency bunker and couldn’t think of anything else of importance that was stored beneath the White House. “What is he doing underground?” 
 
      
 
    “He’s with the other team and the vehicles?” The female engineer examined Dixon slightly in her response, surprised he wasn’t already aware of the fact. “They’re trying to get the old ones running again.” 
 
      
 
    “Vehicles?” Dixon questioned, before the information he had just heard slowly fell into place in his head. “Yes, of course,” he continued. “Thank you. Carry on.” 
 
      
 
    Turning quickly away from the slightly puzzled engineer, Dixon strode toward Mary and grabbed her by the hand, leading her out of the room without saying a word. He moved with purpose now and Mary knew not to bother him with questions, trusting implicitly that Dixon was doing what was best for the pair of them.  
 
      
 
    They jogged through the maze of rooms that filled the White House until Dixon found the one he was looking for. Within it was a secret hatch in the floor that revealed a spiral staircase, the hatch already popped open and left ajar from previous use. Voices and the sound of people working with tools carried up the staircase and filled the room, reassuring Dixon that he had understood what the engineer had been saying. Grinning at Mary, he led the way down the staircase, revealing the huge underground parking lot that lay hidden beneath the White House, filled with hundreds of old and expensive cars.  
 
      
 
    “Dixon?” Wilson’s voice sounded surprised when he noticed the soldier descending the spiral staircase, but not half as much as it did a second later when he realized who was following behind.  
 
      
 
    “Mary?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad!”  
 
      
 
    Mary leapt down the final few steps and flung herself into her father’s arms, embracing him tightly in a hug. All thoughts of protocol and order left Mr. Wilson’s head immediately when he saw his daughter, his heart swelling with happiness to see her alive and so close to him again. Holding her in his arms felt surreal; he had carried faith that it would happen again but never thought that it would happen so soon. Relishing the fact that his daughter was safe, he closed his eyes for a moment, allowing a few brief seconds of peace before he was forced to return to his position of power.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” The questions started to tumble from Mr. Wilson’s mouth as he released his daughter from their hug. “Are you all right? Where did you come from?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine Dad, I’m fine,” Mary replied, tucking a stray piece of hair behind her ear as she spoke and shuffling awkwardly from one foot to the other. “Dixon brought me here.” 
 
      
 
    “Dixon?” Mr. Wilson’s gaze immediately moved from his daughter to the soldier who had led her down the stairs. He was aware the two of them had shared a fleeting romance in the past but as far as he was aware that was all it had been. One night left behind long ago and never continued. “Why did he know where to find you?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Dixon stepped forward, his hands behind his back. He knew this moment would happen sooner or later, now he just had to deal with it. “I can explain. Mary and I, we’re…” 
 
      
 
    “We’re together, Dad,” Mary interrupted, knowing this was a confession that needed to come from her. “I know this isn’t the best way for you to find out, but it’s the truth. I love him, and today, he came to save me.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon looked over at Mary, a smile creeping onto his face as he looked at her. He loved her more than anything he had ever known and despite everything, now that her father had finally been told he felt a huge weight lift from his shoulders. That was, until he saw Mr. Wilson walking steadily toward him.  
 
      
 
    “Is this true?” Mr. Wilson stopped in front of Dixon and asked the question, his gaze locked firmly on the soldier’s eyes. “Are you together?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon nodded. “We are. I’m in love with your daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson didn’t flinch at Dixon’s words, his face unreadable as he continued to speak. “And did you leave your post here in order to save her?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon repeated as a lump formed in his throat. “I did. We were unable to locate the potential terrorist cell you sent us out to investigate. Following that, I saw how bad things were getting across the city. As a result, I abandoned my post and went out to find Mary. We had agreed to meet at the campus library after our days finished, so I made my way there to get her. I just had to make sure she was okay.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon’s mouth was completely dry once he finished talking, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He felt a bead of sweat drip slowly down the center of his back as he looked up at Mr. Wilson, waiting for the man to reply. It was impossible to guess what he was thinking. His mouth was set into a thin line and his gray eyes were still firmly focused on Dixon’s, unblinking and guarded.   
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Mr. Wilson eventually spoke, his arm reaching forward as he held out his hand for Dixon to shake. “Thank you for saving my daughter.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon paused for a moment, taken aback by what was happening before he too held out his arm and shook Mr. Wilson’s hand. “A-anytime,” he replied, stunned to almost silence at how the news had been taken. He had expected backlash of some sort, grief for leaving the White House or for the relationship overall, but neither had come. Dixon didn’t know whether it was simply a result of everything that had happened and the circumstances or something else. Either way, he didn’t want to. He was just thankful that Mary was safe and that Mr. Wilson had reacted the way he did.  
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Another voice filled the underground lot, Dixon almost forgetting that there was a team of engineers down there with them. Mr. Wilson looked like he felt the same, his cheeks showing the slightest hint of reddening in the dim lighting that surrounded them. Despite all the engineers’ work, power was still clearly not restored; torches and burning fire pits illuminated the lot, making shadows dance on the walls in a mysterious manner.  
 
      
 
    “I think we’ve got it,” the engineer continued to speak as Mr. Wilson turned to face him, Dixon noticing for the first time that the team was tinkering with a very old 4x4 vehicle, potentially one of the first ever made.  
 
      
 
    “They’ll work?” Mr. Wilson questioned, the eagerness in his voice similar to that of a small child on Christmas morning. “Go ahead,” he continued in a slightly more controlled manner. “Turn it over.” 
 
      
 
    The engineer nodded and Dixon moved to stand beside Mary as the pair of them watched him get back down on the floor and slide underneath the hood of the vehicle. After a few seconds, the sound of an engine roaring to life filled the underground lot with noise and smoke, followed by cheering and clapping from the team of engineers.  
 
      
 
    Dixon couldn’t believe it. From what he’d experienced on the streets of Washington, all the cars had broken down or stopped working. Yet right in front of him there was proof they could get transport vehicles back on the streets again. This meant they could start delivering aid throughout the city. They could put out the fires and take medical relief to the injured. They could start rebuilding before everything had a chance to fall apart even further. With the sound of that one engine, Dixon suddenly believed there was hope for Washington again. Hope for the city where he lived, and hope for the rest of the country too. Hope, he had discovered, was all that he needed to keep himself alive. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    “So how far north do you think it is to that national forest?” 
 
      
 
    “About half a day’s walk, at a guess,” Harrison replied with a shrug, his mind focused instead on going through the contents of Amy’s bag and trying to decide what to take with them.  
 
      
 
    “Just half a day?” Len replied enthusiastically, looking over his shoulder into the distance like he already had done a thousand times. Each time half expecting to see Amy just a few paces ahead. “We could still catch them then? We should get going now before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “It already is too late, Len,” Harrison sighed, looking up at his friend with a pitiful expression on his face. “Not to save her,” he backpedaled slightly after seeing Len’s dismay, “but to catch up with her today, I mean. Look.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison pointed off to the side of where the three of them had sat to go through Amy’s bag. It was a sort of shoulder with a grassy verge running alongside it, hidden just out of sight from the area where the ambush had happened no more than an hour ago. Len looked at the area that Harrison pointed to, taking a moment to recognize what his friend was pointing at.  
 
      
 
    “Tire tracks?” Len questioned as he climbed to his feet, walking over toward what Harrison had clearly noticed long ago. “You think they put her in a vehicle?”  
 
      
 
    “Looks like a bike,” Harrison replied. “If we managed to get that Dodge working before, then it stands to reason that someone else has figured out the older machines still work. My best guess is that they put Amy on the back of a bike and drove to wherever their camp is. They’ll be long gone by now, probably almost there.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded slowly, agreeing with what Harrison was saying. “So we can’t catch up with them today, but we’re still going there, right? We’re not just abandoning her?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be cutting it a little closer than I would’ve liked to one of the cities,” Harrison replied, “but yes. We’re going to find her Len, don’t you worry.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s body sagged at the words. There had been a part of him that had doubted Harrison would want to chase after Amy. The prepper had already spent so much of his time helping Len to find his family; they had agreed it was his turn to be reunited now. Yet Len had only been back with Amy for a matter of days before they had been separated again. Harrison knew he couldn’t just give up on things now. He wanted Len to have his complete family by his side.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Len replied as Harrison turned back to the contents of Amy’s bag, making the careful decisions about what they should leave behind. Len looked to his right where James sat, the young boy chewing on a granola bar and silently looking out into the distance. “Are you all right, James?” Len asked as he moved closer to his son, fully aware that the boy would’ve heard everything he and Harrison just said. “How’re you holding up?” 
 
      
 
    James looked at his father and shrugged, the vacant expression on his face worrying Len quite a bit. “We’re going to find your mom,” Len continued, finally sitting beside his son and placing an arm around his shoulder. “We’re going to get her back.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James replied in his quiet voice without turning his head to look at Len. They had seemed to be reconnecting well while they had been at Ellen and Maria’s lake house, Len wasn’t sure whether it was Amy’s disappearance or what had just happened with the attackers that had James all reclusive all of a sudden. He was deeply concerned for his son’s mental health after everything that had happened. The boy was far too young to have already battled through death in so many different ways.  
 
      
 
    “You know that what happened back there,” Len kept talking, choosing his words carefully as he tried to explain things to his son. “It wasn’t any of our faults. Those men were all very bad men, like the bad guys in the stories you’ve read or the shows that you’ve watched.” 
 
      
 
    James nodded softly, turning his head just a fraction to look at his father. Len smiled, his brain still working overtime as he tried to figure out what he needed to explain to James. He desperately didn’t want his son to be afraid or cautious around him—or Harrison—after what he had just witnessed. Len wanted to make sure that their actions hadn’t damaged his relationship with James in any way, shape, or form.  
 
      
 
    “What Harrison and I did,” Len continued, “was necessary in order for us to get away and for us to be able to save your mom. Do you understand that we only did that in order to protect you? In order to make sure we could all be safe?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded again, turning even further so he and Len made proper eye contact. “I know Dad,” James replied. “I know you’re not a bad man. I’m just worried.” 
 
      
 
    Len held on to his son’s shoulder even tighter, thankful that James was communicating with him again. He had always been quiet, but Len knew James was a very intelligent boy and while he didn’t speak much, he understood most situations and was able to read other people very well.  
 
      
 
    “What are you worried about?” 
 
      
 
    “About Mom,” James replied. “I don’t want her to be stuck with the bad men.” 
 
      
 
    “I know James, but I promise you,” Len pushed as much meaning and honesty into his tone as he could muster. “We will find your mother again. We’ll get her back and then we’ll find somewhere safe to live. For all of us, together. Do you understand? You don’t need to be worried, that’s what the grown-ups do.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James smiled at his father, believing what he had been told. “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Anytime,” Len leaned over and kissed the top of James’s head, a part of him still in awe that he was able to do such a thing. There had been times when he had doubted he would find his son alive again. Now that he was by his side, Len was going to do everything in his power to make the rest of James’s life easy and without pain, worry, or suffering. Thankfully the first step toward that was his very next one: finding Amy and putting their small family back together again.  
 
      
 
    “How’re things looking?” Len turned his attention to Harrison once he and James were back on their feet, the old prepper finally packing things back into his own rucksack.  
 
      
 
    “All good,” Harrison confirmed. “I’ve taken a few things out of your rucksack to make space for more water and the climbing rope. All this other stuff we’ll just have to leave behind, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough,” Len shrugged. They didn’t really have a choice in the matter. Between himself and Harrison they could only carry so much stuff. It wasn’t fair to weigh James down any further, especially with the injury in his shoulder. “Shall we get going then?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t see why not,” Harrison said in response as he flung his own rucksack onto his back, followed carefully by the A3 rifle he treasured so dearly. “It’s straight down this way for a while longer.” 
 
      
 
    Within a couple of minutes, the three of them were trudging along again, their boots kicking up dust and dirt as they walked. Due to the hot weather and lack of rain over recent weeks, the grass around them was slowly starting to dry up and die out. It hadn’t gone amiss to Len that they were not only seeing fewer people the more days they were on the road, but also fewer animals and wildlife.  
 
      
 
    Over the years he had learned—as many other people had—that animals apparently had a sixth sense that alerted them to danger. It had been documented on local news stations around the world for decades: animals fleeing the beaches when a tsunami was about to arrive, cats and dogs sniffing out diseases like cancer in their owners, or even something as simple as bees disappearing before a big downpour of rain. After all of that, Len found it unsurprising that the fields they passed weren’t filled with cattle or sheep. He suspected that on some level, the animals might have known about this before it happened and had all gone somewhere else. Of course, he was fully aware that they could all simply be dead, but his earlier theory filled him with more of a positive attitude.  
 
      
 
    Sadly, it was a theory that now reminded him of the lake houses and what he and Harrison had found there. He remembered what Rebecca Brown had looked like as she hung over the bathtub and even more so what the bodies of her neighbors had looked like as they were suffocated in the chamber.  
 
      
 
    Len wondered whether it was possible that Rebecca had truly predicted the mass ejection based on real scientific findings, or if she had simply just gotten lucky. Not that it was something anyone could refer to as lucky; it just appeared that her crackpot idea had occurred at the one time when she could have rationalized that her mind was working properly.  
 
      
 
    It did bring into question whether other astronomers—more professional and mentally stable ones—had been able to predict what had happened in some way. There had been a news bulletin before everything got so serious. Len could still remember the cool air that flowed through O’Riley’s pub as he’d listened to it, the familiar smell of ale and peanuts being pushed through the air conditioning system. Perhaps the government had been more informed than they let on; perhaps their team of astronomers had known this was going to happen all along.  
 
      
 
    Shaking his head to himself, Len accepted that it didn’t make him feel any better to think about the what ifs of their disaster. It had been about three weeks since that first day in O’Riley’s pub, and since then he had experienced more than he had in the thirty years prior. He’d actually learned many new and valuable skills as a result of everything: he could shoot both a gun and a longbow; he could build a fire, hunt food, and survive in the wilderness. Despite everything, he knew he hadn’t had the worst experience since the solar crash.  
 
      
 
    With James walking beside him as well, Len had to remember how lucky he was. His son had been his motivation thus far and that wasn’t going to change. Just because he and James were back together didn’t mean Len was going to stop trying to make his son’s life better. It was his job as a father and it was the only one he truly cared about, except, potentially, the job of being a husband again.  
 
      
 
    “Should we get there by nightfall, do you think?” Len posed the question to Harrison after another few hours of walking, the sun now noticeably beginning to lower in the sky above them. 
 
      
 
    “Just about, I reckon,” Harrison replied. “This national forest is pretty big though.” He tugged the map out of the side pocket of his bag as he walked, not slowing down even to unfold it. “Huron-Manistee it’s called,” Harrison continued as Len and James jogged a few paces to walk beside him, allowing Len to lean over and see the map as well.  
 
      
 
    “Did they give any more information about where exactly the camp was?” Len wondered, realizing that the directions they’d been given weren’t quite as precise as they could’ve hoped.  
 
      
 
    “Not exactly,” Harrison replied, a little embarrassed that he hadn’t thought to get more information from the men before he’d killed them. “From the water sources and local towns, I can hazard a few good guesses though. We’re about as far west as we need to be so if the first place doesn’t produce the camp, we can keep heading across country and we’ll be going in the right direction.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded, understanding that their route hadn’t needed to change too much. “Let’s just hope she’s in the first place then. Where’s that?” 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Harrison pointed to a small town on the map. “About another hour. We should make it just before the sun is all the way down.” 
 
      
 
    “Does that sound good to you, James?” Len turned to ask his son, aware that the young boy wasn’t as fit or able as he or Harrison was. Thankfully James nodded, Len filling with pride over how determined his boy was. He hadn’t complained once since they’d left the lake house and their pace had been rapid even at the start. With minimal breaks for food and water it was a tough journey for anyone to make, the fact his eight-year-old son was managing with a bullet wound in his shoulder almost left Len in awe of the young boy. If James was happy to continue, there was no way he was going to complain.  
 
      
 
    “All right then,” Len smiled, “let’s keep going.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    “Line up!”  
 
      
 
    The shout ripped Amy from her sleep, her body awakening with a start as she suddenly realized where she was and what had happened to her. Around her, tens of other women jumped from their beds and started moving toward one specific wall of the tent, falling into a neat line two abreast.  
 
      
 
    With her instincts telling her to go with the flow, Amy climbed out of bed and joined the line of women that waited patiently and quietly. Amy had never been a morning person but today she was alert and vigilant, watching carefully for any further indications as to what was going on and what they were about to do. She had tossed and turned half the night trying to come up with a plan of escape, settling again and again on the fact that she didn’t have enough information to develop one. Now, even after just two hours sleep at most, she was determined to gather that information and find a way back to her family.  
 
      
 
    It took no more than a minute for almost all of the women to line up inside the tent. Looking back over beds, Amy noticed only six women who hadn’t moved, one being the lady with the cast she had spoken to previously. Another was the new arrival who had been beaten half to death the night before, her body now so broken she was barely able to lift her head to see what was happening.  
 
      
 
    Amy wasn’t sure why the other women stayed behind but assumed it was a result of similar injuries. After hearing what the woman with the cast had alluded to happening throughout the day, Amy was glad to be getting outside. With one final look at the woman she loosely regarded as her friend—despite not knowing her name—Amy started marching toward the exit, the line moving in a slow but steady fashion. This was it. She was about to discover where she had been taken and despite the somersaults in her stomach, Amy was ready to see what the day would bring.  
 
      
 
    “You will stay with your buddy!”  
 
      
 
    A man shouted repeatedly as the line of women slowly exited the tent, each pair pausing for a second at the entrance before moving along. Amy couldn’t see exactly what was happening there, but she knew her turn would come eventually. Instead of trying to crane her neck to see, she simply listened to the man shouting and continued to slowly walk forward.  
 
      
 
    “You will not leave your buddy’s side. You will work in a pair and be treated as one person. If you mess up, you both mess up. If your buddy gets hurt, you both get hurt. If your buddy runs, gets captured and punished, then YOU will also be captured and punished. You will stay with your buddy…” 
 
      
 
    The monologue repeated itself over and over again, the message extremely clear. Amy looked to the woman on her left, undoubtedly her buddy for the day. She was much paler than Amy and a couple of inches shorter. She looked to be in her early twenties, though the dirt that covered most of her clothing and face aged her slightly, meaning she could only be a teenager. Amy gasped at the thought of these men capturing such young girls. Thankfully there didn’t seem to be anyone who was under the age of about sixteen among them, but there were still plenty of faces Amy hadn’t seen. The thought disgusted her, causing the familiar feel of bile to rise in her throat.  
 
      
 
    Holding it down, Amy continued to walk forward, now only a few feet from the front of the line. The buddy monologue continued to be repeated, now even louder as she could clearly see the man who shouted it. He smirked at each woman who walked past him, a cruel and intimidating look that would’ve made Amy recoil were she not already so determined to get out of the place. She couldn’t let these men faze her. She needed to remain strong and do everything she could to find a way out.  
 
      
 
    “Wrists.” 
 
      
 
    When Amy and her buddy finally reached the entrance to the tent, the order was barked without even a second’s pause. The younger woman beside Amy immediately held out her right arm, the one that had previously dangled in between their bodies. Amy did the same, lifting her right arm only to have it slapped away by one of the men who guarded the entrance.  
 
      
 
    “The other one,” he snarled at her, lifting his own right hand to indicate the zip ties he held there. Only then did Amy realize what was about to happen and dutifully lifted her left arm, allowing her wrist to be fastened to her buddy’s with the tie. As soon as the black wire was in place Amy’s buddy started walking, not even flinching from the tightness of the tie.  
 
      
 
    Walking out of the tent, Amy changed her pace slightly to match the woman next to her, allowing for their arms to swing together in the middle in the least awkward way possible. Only then was she able to take in the surroundings of where the tent was and what she had been brought into.  
 
      
 
    The tent where she and the other women were kept was not the only one, with two others set up opposite. She gasped when she noticed a collection of old motorbikes next to one of them, the vehicles so battered and damaged that she doubted if they would still run, but figured they must if the men were keeping them. Len had told Amy how he and Harrison had managed to find a working pickup truck, the engine salvageable because of how old it was. Perhaps that was the same case with the motorbikes, their vintage design making them suitable to drive still.  
 
      
 
    Beyond that, there was very little Amy could see without craning her neck too much, the line of marching women still progressing forward toward what had to be the entrance of the camp. A barbed wire fence surrounded the whole place, spools of the pointed material sitting on top and making it impossible to jump over—even if you could climb up the eight-foot height. On either side of the gated entrance were two hastily built guard towers, a pair of men standing at the top of each one and pointing rifles down at the women. Amy very quickly started to realize how many men were in the camp with her and calculated it was more than double the amount of women. It would take something truly astronomical to overpower them, and her dreams of escape slowly started slipping from her mind.  
 
      
 
    “All right then!”  
 
      
 
    A man’s voice boomed out once the line of women stopped just short of the entrance. Amy turned her head a few times to figure out where it was coming from, before a sharp tug on her wrist from her buddy forced her to stop moving. She stilled then, not wanting to cause any trouble for herself or the young girl she was fastened to. The repeated speech still rang out in her ears: If you mess up, you both mess up. If your buddy gets hurt, you both get hurt. 
 
      
 
    “You all know the drill,” the man’s voice continued to shout, leaving Amy with nothing to do but listen. “You know what you are looking for. We want expensive jewelry, bottled water, alcohol and dried foods, weapons and hunting equipment. You will work with your buddy to collect these items for us and then bring them back to the camp. You will not try to run or hide. You will not try to separate from your buddy and you will not try to escape. Failure to deliver any of the above will result in punishment. Understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the man finished after a few seconds of silence, no one answering his rhetorical question. “Move out.” 
 
      
 
    The line started moving again and it wasn’t until she was almost out of the gates that Amy noticed the large truck that was parked on the road outside. The women were dutifully climbing inside and taking their seats, unaware of where they were about to be taken. Amy was powerless to do anything but the same, climbing into the truck and taking her seat beside her buddy. It was true then, that old vehicles were working again. And now she was going to experience one for herself. As the engine started to rumble, Amy found herself longing for a time without power once again.  
 
      
 
    The mood in the back of the truck was the absolute definition of somber. No one spoke. No one even dared to make direct eye contact with one another. Each of the women was terrified that one of the men would notice and punish them for it. Amy did her best to keep her head down as a result, though she couldn’t help but glance up every now and then, curious to discover where they were going.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the design of the old truck meant there was a distinct lack of windows. In fact, the back of it was boarded up with wooden planks, the occasional nail sticking out into the seating area that the women had to avoid. That meant that Amy couldn’t see outside, and left her unable to get any details from road signs until the truck eventually rolled to a halt.  
 
      
 
    “Everyone out!”  
 
      
 
    This time Amy didn’t need to wait and see what the other women did. She was learning quickly that there wasn’t much to read between the lines about in this new group she’d found herself in, the orders straightforward and the men not smart enough to try and deceive them. This was, first and foremost, a labor camp and all she needed to do to survive was keep her head down and stay under the radar.  
 
      
 
    Once all the women were out of the truck a very similar order was given about what they were searching for and what would happen to them if they tried to run away, and they were then sent off in different directions. The place they had driven to was a very small town, no more than about fifteen houses grouped together, a single shop, and a post office. Amy’s buddy marched quickly toward one of the farthest houses, dragging Amy along beside her.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Amy muttered as they walked, keeping her voice low as to not attract the attention of any of the men. Several of them had traveled to the small town with the women, now milling around, each carrying weapons in order to both protect themselves and keep the women under control. “What’s your name? How long have you been here?” 
 
      
 
    The young woman refused to reply, responding only with a sharp tug on their tied arms in order to show Amy that she had heard, but she had no interest in answering the questions. Amy gave up immediately, staying silent until they had entered the house her buddy had selected, the pair the only two inside.  
 
      
 
    “There’s no one around now,” Amy whispered again as they rifled through drawers in the main bedroom of the house. “No one can hear us talking.” Her buddy turned her head slightly and looked at Amy, cocking it slightly in a questioning gaze. “Just tell me your name,” Amy begged, though she really wanted more information. “Do you know anything about what’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    “Lucy,” the girl eventually whispered almost so quietly that Amy could’ve missed it if she’d been making any noise. She waited to see if Lucy was going to say anything more, but her hopes were shot down with silence.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Amy,” she replied after a moment. “It’s nice to meet you. How long have you been in this camp? Today is only my second day.” 
 
      
 
    “Nine days,” Lucy replied after a second of thought. “Maybe ten…eleven? I don’t know. A long time.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my.” Amy wasn’t sure what to say; she was equal parts surprised and impressed that this had been happening for so long. As brutal and cruel as it was, the men certainly seemed organized. Her hopes of escape were slowly dwindling the more she learned about the place. “I’m sorry. Do you know anyone else who’s here?” 
 
      
 
    “My mother,” Lucy nodded, her eyes glazing over slightly. “We were out scavenging some houses ourselves for food when they found us. Jumped on us. She’s still here, came out here with us today. We try not to talk to each other too much though. They don’t like it when we make friends.” 
 
      
 
    Amy wasn’t sure what to say; shocked by Lucy’s story of how she had ended up in the camp and how long both she and her mother had been there. She wondered how many of the other women knew one another and how they had been taken. It sounded like the men specialized in ambush attacks, taking other women in the same way that Amy herself had been forced to join them.  
 
      
 
    “So you do this every day?” Amy asked after another short pause, the two of them moving into another bedroom of the house they’d chosen and searching there for valuables too.  
 
      
 
    “Every day,” Lucy repeated. “The routine is always the same, but the town is different. Sometimes we drive for hours, sometimes it’s shorter like today. They’ve only had the truck for the last four days though. Before, we used to have to walk for miles. That was horrible.” 
 
      
 
    “And what do they do with all the stuff? Surely they know a lot of it isn’t worth anything anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “Not right now,” Lucy shrugged, “but one day it probably will be again. Maybe. After everything that’s happened, how can we even guess at predicting the future? I find it’s just best to keep my head down and do what the men say. At least that way I’ll get to live to see the future, whatever it might look like.” 
 
      
 
    Amy was struck silent by Lucy’s words, the young girl having already completely bought into what the men were doing just as long as it meant she could survive. It was heartbreaking for Amy to hear. She didn’t want to just survive; she wanted to live. She wanted a future where she could be happy, where she could make her own decisions and choose her own path. As the rest of the morning passed in silence between the two women, Amy only became more assured in her plan to escape the camp. Though it might seem like a near impossible endeavor, she wasn’t willing to give up like Lucy had. There was still plenty of fight left inside her and she wasn’t going to let that die. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    When the three of them finally reached the town Harrison had been aiming for, night had almost completely fallen. There was barely enough light to see one another and so beyond finding an abandoned house to spend the night in they did very little else. Len lay down in a double bed beside his son, watching as James quickly fell asleep and started to snore lightly. It was much harder for Len to get some rest that night, questions about what had happened to Amy swimming around in his head. He hoped that the town they were now in was the right one and he would be able to reunite with her in the morning. Ever since he first saw Amy’s face again outside the lake house, he had been unable to get her out of his mind. He loved her. He needed her. And he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her, however long that might be.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, Len’s resolve was stronger than ever. He was determined to do anything that was possible to get Amy back and, as luck would have it, as he, Harrison, and James sat down for a quick breakfast she all but walked back into his arms.  
 
      
 
    “Heads down,” Harrison barked as Len was just about to swallow another mouthful of dry cereal. “We’ve got company.” 
 
      
 
    Dropping his spoon, Len immediately got down from his seat and onto his knees, beckoning for James to do the same. Harrison had his head just below the windowsill already, watching with wide eyes as a large truck rolled past the house. Len couldn’t believe it. Yes, they had managed to get the old Dodge up and running before South Haven, but this truck was much larger and looked to be slightly newer than the old pickup.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Len whispered, making sure to keep his head down and his voice quiet as the truck trundled past, three figures visible in the front seat and potentially many more in the back.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Harrison replied with a shake of his head. “It looks like an old transport vehicle. I’m impressed it’s running to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    “Who do you think is inside?” 
 
      
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine,” Harrison shrugged. “I think we should keep our heads down until we find that out though. Don’t want to go running into any more ambushes.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded, agreeing it was best for them to keep a low profile until they knew exactly who was driving the truck. He couldn’t stop the vision of relief workers and government aid filling his head though. Whoever got that truck working was clearly quite talented and so it stood to reason that it could very well be someone with power.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s move upstairs,” Harrison whispered after a second. “Get a better view.” 
 
      
 
    Doing as they were told, Len and James followed Harrison upstairs, all keeping completely silent as they moved. Before doing so, Harrison double-checked that the front door to the house was locked. When they’d broken in the night before they’d found it usefully ajar, but now he made certain that both the lock and the bolt were fastened. He didn’t want anyone coming in and catching them unaware. At least this way if someone did try to enter, they’d know about it first and be prepared.  
 
      
 
    Crowding into the smaller bedroom, Len and Harrison both stared out of the window, with James waiting by his father’s side. Len made sure he was completely hidden from view. If someone did happen to look up and see them there, he didn’t want them to know there was a child in the house. Even if the truck was filled with relief workers, he had no idea how they’d react to finding a minor.  
 
      
 
    Each of them held completely still as three men jumped out of the cab of the truck, pistols visible at their waists. Len glanced over at Harrison to see him frowning; it was clear now that whoever these men were, they weren’t from the government. Their clothes were extravagant and out of place, dressed in fine leathers and expensive shoes. They certainly hadn’t been out walking for weeks as Len’s group had. Suspense filled the air as one of the men walked around to the back of the truck, fiddling with a lock before it came free and he was able to yank open the doors.  
 
      
 
    “Everyone out!”  
 
      
 
    The man bellowed into the truck, summoning the people who were inside. Len held his breath as he waited to see who was going to exit, his fingers twitching by his sides with nerves.  
 
      
 
    “Is that…?” Len couldn’t even finish the sentence. His vision blurred as he squinted forward, trying to make sure what he was seeing wasn’t a figment of his imagination. A parade of women exited the truck one after the other, their wrists bound together in pairs, presumably to stop them from running. Among them, to Len’s utter and complete surprise, was Amy. It took all his strength to stop him from shouting out and trying to get her attention. A stern look and slight shake of the head from Harrison stopped him though. They both knew alerting this group to their presence wouldn’t do anyone any good.  
 
      
 
    It was some kind of miracle. Len couldn’t believe they had been so lucky as to find Amy immediately, almost completely by chance. He watched carefully as the last of the women exited the truck, all standing in a neat line in front of the three men. A few more armed men jumped out at the end, Len counting about ten of them in total. The women looked terrified of them, no one so much as twitching as one of the men shouted instructions, explaining what the women had been brought here to do.  
 
      
 
    Len was disgusted. It was like a slave labor group. Each of the women was told to go off in their pairs and scavenge through the houses for valuable possessions. The men laughed amongst themselves as the women started to depart, each heading off toward a different house along the small street.  
 
      
 
    With sadness in his eyes, Len followed Amy as she walked away from the house he hid inside. With her partner she walked down the other end of the street, toward one of the farthest houses and almost out of sight. Itching to do something, Len sat back on his heels, looking to Harrison for support when, simultaneously, they heard the sound of someone trying to enter their house.  
 
      
 
    “Quick!” Harrison sprang into action, speaking in a low but authoritative voice. “Hide.” 
 
      
 
    All three of them looked around the room hastily, trying to find a spot they could conceal themselves in. The room they had chosen to watch from wasn’t particularly large. Len guessed it was probably a guest bedroom, rarely used and therefore left unattended to gather dust even before the mass ejection. Downstairs they could hear the distinct sound of a lock being picked, the women obviously instructed to find a way into the houses no matter what. They were going to get inside eventually and when they did, the three of them needed to be prepared.  
 
      
 
    “Here, James,” Len held out his hand for his son. “Can you fit under the bed?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded quickly and got down on all fours, shuffling underneath the bed until only his head poked out. Len gave him a thumbs-up before looking over at Harrison, finding the older man pushing clothes to either side of the closet to see if there was enough space for one of them in there.  
 
      
 
    “I think you can fit in here,” Harrison said once he’d made roughly enough space. “Try and get in and I’ll close the doors.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Len questioned as he walked around the bed toward Harrison. His voice sounded even quieter as it was accompanied by the sound of the front door opening downstairs. The women were inside the house now, which meant they were rapidly running out of time.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” Harrison replied as he helped stuff Len into the closet, rearranging the clothes around him so his frame was more hidden. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    Before Len could protest, Harrison closed the closet doors, trapping him in the wooden box with only a thin sliver of light coming through the crack. Staring through it Len could just make out James’s feet underneath the bed and wished he had told his son to lie a bit more central. If James was spotted, Len knew their game would immediately be up.  
 
      
 
    Shifting his attention to Harrison, Len watched as he walked towards the bedroom door, intending to open it. He stopped short though and cocked his head to one side, listening to something. Len could only assume there were more noises coming from the other side of the door as Harrison withdrew his outstretched arm and instead shrank back against the wall, positioning himself so his body would be hidden if the door opened. If the door closed again once the women were inside, that was it for the three of them.  
 
      
 
    Now there was nothing left for Len to do except hold his breath and wait. The women were going to arrive eventually; it was only a matter of time.  
 
      
 
    “…we don’t want to find too much stuff. They made us walk back when that happened, remember?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’ll be worse if we deliberately don’t hand things over though. I think they come back to check after we’ve left.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely not. Why would they…” 
 
      
 
    The sounds of casual female conversation carried through the walls and filled Len’s ears. It sounded so natural and airy to him, strange considering the situation the women were in. No matter the tone of voices though, they were nearby and Len could tell they would be entering the guest bedroom in a matter of seconds.  
 
      
 
    As the door handle turned and the wooden frame was pushed open, all the three of them who hid in the room could do nothing but wait. Wait to be discovered or wait to be let off the hook. As the door automatically swung closed behind the two women—as it had when Len, Harrison and James had entered earlier that morning—a startled scream rang out from them both.  
 
      
 
    In an instant Harrison had his hands over both women’s mouths, stifling their cries in an attempt to avoid any further detection. Len barged his way out of the closet, only panicking the women further as they struggled in Harrison’s arms, desperately trying to get free. Len frantically held a finger to his lips in an attempt to quiet them, trying to display with hand signals that neither he nor Harrison was a threat. From the way things looked he could understand why they were scared, but they needed to do everything possible to keep their presence unknown to the group of men outside.  
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, it’s okay,” Len repeated, standing in front of the women while Harrison still held his hands over their mouths. “We’re not going to hurt you, I promise. We’re not like those guys outside. Harrison, let them go.” 
 
      
 
    After a moment Harrison did as he was told, removing his hands from the women and allowing them to latch on to one another, cowering by the wall. Len noted that Harrison remained between them and the door, the old prepper unwilling to take any unnecessary risks.  
 
      
 
    “See,” Len continued, “we don’t want to hurt you. We want to help you. My son’s mother is a part of your group; we’ve come to rescue her. I swear we don’t mean you any harm, we could just do with your help.” 
 
      
 
    Both of the women looked terrified, holding on to each other for dear life. Neither of them knew what to say, looking from Len to Harrison and then back at the other over and over again.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” Len started to beg. “Please will you help us? We can’t let those men know we’re here. They’ve already taken my ex-wife from me. I can’t let them do any more damage.” 
 
      
 
    As if on cue, James chose that moment to wriggle out from underneath the bed, causing both women to gasp in unison at the sight of the young boy. They all continued to stare at each other for a few seconds longer, the women still shaking in fear and uncertain how to read the situation.  
 
      
 
    “Please,” James suddenly spoke in a quiet voice. “Will you help me find my mom?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Rowing their way back to Australia in the lifeboat was definitely one of those tasks Andy would describe as easier said than done. Although the lifeboat was designed to have enough space to hold them and their supplies, it was still a tight fit and meant that there was no opportunity for anyone to have time alone or a bit of peace from the others when tensions were high. They had been rowing for two days non-stop now, and Andy could see it starting to affect his crew. They hadn’t even stopped through the night, working in shifts in order to cover as much distance as possible.  
 
      
 
    As he sat and scribbled on his small notepad as the sun started to set, Andy saw how exhausted Cory and Bryan were as they tugged against the oars. Before they’d abandoned The Mako, each of them had agreed that no one would row for longer than two hours at a time, followed by at least a two-hour rest. It gave them some semblance of a routine, but even by the end of the first day it was obvious how much of a toll the physical exercise was having on everyone. The vast majority of their journey was against the current and the fact that they’d overloaded the dinghy with supplies just in case only made it heavier to row and slower to move.  
 
      
 
    Andy continued to document their journey, as he had done ever since the engine of his boat had stopped working. That had been two weeks ago now, the second day in the lifeboat marking their fourteenth overall. Andy wondered how much life back in Australia had changed. Whether the Koreans really had taken over or whether something else had happened. It had occurred to him on more than one occasion that they were massively overreacting to everything and it had simply just been The Mako that had broken down. It was suspicious that they hadn’t seen another boat or a plane since then, but it wasn’t completely improbable.  
 
      
 
    That was a thought Andy kept to himself though. There had already been a bit of an argument that morning when Brett accidentally splashed water with his oar over a still-sleeping Lucas, the young boy reacting badly to being awoken in such a manner. It wasn’t surprising considering how little sleep the six of them had gotten recently and Lucas had apologized to Brett not long after. But still it was evidence of rising tensions and something Andy wanted to avoid aggravating any further.  
 
      
 
    Forty minutes later, when the sun finally kissed the horizon and disappeared from view, Andy was glad to get out of his head and take up his position at the oar, Lucas by his side. That was one benefit at least; the methodical process of rowing transported Andy into a sort of trance-like state. He focused on nothing else but dipping his oar into the water, pulling it along, and repeating the process. In such a small boat that lacked any private space, rowing was his little bubble.  
 
      
 
    “Hand it over then,” Andy smiled as he took over Bryan’s position, Cory making way for his replacement as well. “Get some rest you two.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t have to tell me twice,” Bryan half-laughed in response, though the scientist was almost too tired to even make jokes. “I can barely keep my eyes open as it is.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve put in a great shift as usual,” Andy clapped him on the back. “You too, Cory.” 
 
      
 
    In the little dinghy, Andy was constantly making the effort to keep morale up and that meant offering praise when praise was due, even if it was repeated nearly twelve times a day. With nowhere else for Cory and Bryan to go, they merely smiled and shuffled out of the way, making the short trip to the other side of the lifeboat where they could lie down amongst the supplies. A small canvas roof was rigged there which provided some protection from the sun during the day and had become a sort of bedroom at night. The two of them could rest for a couple of hours now, before it became time once again for them to take up an oar.  
 
      
 
    “How many strokes you going for this time?” 
 
      
 
    “Two and a half thousand,” Lucas grinned back at Andy as they both got in position to start their shift. “These biceps are going to be huge by the time we get back.” 
 
      
 
    “Good luck with that,” Andy chuckled, pleased that Lucas was nothing like the boy who had been woken up that morning. “You’ll be lucky to hit two thousand I reckon.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, you’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    With that, the two men looked away from each other, picked their focal spots on the horizon through the moonlight, and started to row. It was a running joke between the men on board that they were going to count all their strokes when rowing. No one had made it past a thousand yet, but when the mood was light enough, the bantering made them feel better. Settling into his rhythm, Andy started counting in his head, letting the simplicity of the task take his mind back to happier times.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Whoa!”  
 
      
 
    A massive crack of thunder snapped Andy out of his daydreams, his wife and kids’ faces drifting away in the water. Bright white lightning filled the sky a few seconds later, followed shortly by another clap of thunder so loud it almost shook the boat.  
 
      
 
    Andy cursed under his breath. “Here it comes, boys,” he then called out loud. “We’re in for a rough night!” 
 
      
 
    Due to how distracted his mind had been, Andy had no idea how long he’d been rowing. It didn’t matter really. Now that there was a storm brewing it was going to take all six of them to keep the boat under control. Brett and Pablo were beside the rowers in seconds, Bryan and Lucas not far behind, both wiping sleep from their eyes.  
 
      
 
    “She’s rolling in fast,” Brett said sternly as he looked out toward where the storm was coming from. He’d spent more than half his life on the ocean and knew how to judge a storm by the look of it. “This is going to be a big one.” 
 
      
 
    “Get the gear fastened down,” Andy spoke without moving from his position at the oar. “Brett, do you think we can outrun it?” 
 
      
 
    “Not a chance,” Brett shook his head. “She’ll be on us in a matter of minutes.” Another round of thunder and lightning punctuated his sentence, the sea almost reacting to the noise and kicking up water and spray into the lifeboat. “We’re gunna have to ride this one out. I’d pull in the oars if I were you. There’s no point trying to fight it.” 
 
      
 
    Following instructions, Andy and Lucas pulled their oars out of the water and clipped them into the holders just inside the dinghy. Andy was content to resort to Brett for guidance on this one. While they had both worked on the ocean for most of their adult lives, Brett had spent more time dealing with things on the surface while Andy had been underwater with his camera equipment. They knew each other’s strengths, and if anyone was going to guide them through this storm, Andy was perfectly happy to admit it would be Brett.  
 
      
 
    “Is all the gear tied down?” Brett continued to speak, turning his head over his shoulder to look at the supplies they had brought with them. Pablo and Cory were hard at work securing all the ropes that looped over the top of them, guaranteeing that nothing would be knocked off in the rough weather.  
 
      
 
    “We’re all good here,” Cory called back, the wind already picking up and forcing the men to shout so their voices weren’t carried away on it.  
 
      
 
    “What do we do now?” Lucas asked from his rowing position, very little other space available in the dinghy for him to occupy.  
 
      
 
    “Now we wait,” Brett resolved. “We’re at her mercy now.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When the storm hit, Andy had felt nothing like it. He’d been through bad weather at sea before, but never on a boat as small as where he stood now. The whole lifeboat was swept from side to side with each second, huge waves building up and crashing down over the rubber sides. It was almost pitch black now as heavy clouds rolled over the moon, blocking out the sole source of light the six men had. The wind whistled through the air around them like a train charging through a tunnel, all of their senses overpowered by the elements.  
 
      
 
    “Get the water out!”  
 
      
 
    Brett’s cry snapped the team into action, water pooling around their feet as it was constantly thrown into the boat. There were times when the dinghy went almost vertical, Andy feeling like it could topple over at any moment as huge waves swept it through the sea.  
 
      
 
    “Hold down the gear!”  
 
      
 
    “The line is breaking!” 
 
      
 
    With panic threatening to take hold of the group, Brett tried to keep control with Andy echoing his commands. Small cries and grunts sounded around the lifeboat as everyone did their best to get through the storm, the thunder and lightning sounding like it was never going to end. In the short but frequent moments of lightning, Andy saw his crew illuminated in terror. He checked each face in turn with each new flash of light. Brett continued to bellow orders from the center of the dinghy, his body bent down slightly to stop himself from being buffeted by the wind too much. Bryan and Lucas held the gear in place, wrestling with loose lines that had come undone and doing their best to stop anything from falling overboard. Pablo frantically scooped water out of the boat, throwing buckets of it repeatedly over the side only for the storm to throw it back in double. It was a thankless task, but it needed doing. Cory…Cory was nowhere to be seen.  
 
      
 
    “Cory!”  
 
      
 
    Andy shouted immediately when he realized he couldn’t see the boy anywhere in the lifeboat. The boat was small. Much too small for someone to go unnoticed. If Cory was on board then Andy would be able to see him, he knew that beyond doubt.  
 
      
 
    “Man overboard!”  
 
      
 
    Suddenly the storm wasn’t Andy’s greatest concern and, when the others realized what he was shouting, it stopped being theirs as well.  
 
      
 
    “Cory!”  
 
      
 
    “Cory! Where are you?”  
 
      
 
    “Get the life vest!” 
 
      
 
    “Find a flashlight!” 
 
      
 
    “Cory!” 
 
      
 
    Their cries bounced around the lifeboat but carried no more than a few feet out to sea, the storm still drowning out any noise but its own. The few battery-powered flashlights they’d brought with them provided little light as Lucas and Bryan shone them around the boat, searching the water for any sign of Cory. Andy squinted out into the darkness, his voice box straining as he continuously shouted Cory’s name. He was a part of his crew; this was his responsibility.  
 
      
 
    “The flare!” Brett suddenly called out from below Andy, the fisherman still scooping water out of the lifeboat as the storm continued to throw it from side to side. “Someone fire the flare!” 
 
      
 
    Bryan leapt into action, standing the closest to their supplies as he hugged the life vest, ready to throw it into the water at a second’s notice. With one eye on the scientist, Andy bent down to help Brett keep water out of the dinghy. He could feel the small boat becoming heavier and heavier the more water they took on, the level now up to their ankles in the bottom. Saving Cory’s life was one thing, but if they didn’t keep the boat afloat they were all going to join him in the water.  
 
      
 
    “Ready—fire!” 
 
      
 
    Bryan’s shouts as he pointed the flare gun into the sky and pulled the trigger drew everyone’s attention, their eyes focused on the surrounding ocean for any sight of Cory. When the red dot exploded in the sky and brought down a firework of light, the rest of the world seemed to go silent as each of them desperately searched for their friend.  
 
      
 
    “There!” Brett’s voice rang out beside Andy again, the fisherman on his feet and pointing out into the distance. “I see him!”  
 
      
 
    “Cory!” Cries suddenly echoed off the lifeboat, all five remaining men shouting and waving at the one floating along in the sea. “Cory! Over here!” 
 
      
 
    “He can barely keep himself above water,” Brett said to Andy in a lower voice, both of them noticing how much trouble the young boy was having as he tried to stay afloat.  
 
      
 
    “It’s too far for us to reach him with the life vest,” Andy replied, running a hand through his overgrown beard as his eyes remained fixated on Cory. It looked like the boy was fighting a losing battle, every stroke he made in an attempt to get back to the boat he was pushed further away by the waves from the storm. The weather showed no signs of giving up; if anything it was getting worse.  
 
      
 
    “Hold on, Cory!” Lucas shouted from the lifeboat, his voice filled with emotion as he watched his friend slowly starting to give up. “We’re coming for you!” 
 
      
 
    Lucas pushed past Andy and grabbed an oar, slamming one end into the water as he started paddling, trying to close the distance between the boat and Cory. Andy immediately followed suit, joining his rowing partner and doing his best to steer the boat in the right direction. It was impossible though. The storm was too strong and their vessel was more likely to capsize than it was to reach the young boy. Still they kept paddling, little else any of them could do to try and save him.  
 
      
 
    “This isn’t working,” Brett huffed in a sudden burst of emotion, reaching down and pulling off his shoes.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Andy was quick to react, recognizing the look on his friend’s face as he tossed his already sodden shoes to one side.  
 
      
 
    “We’re never going to get to him at this rate,” Brett shook his head, now pulling off his fisherman’s sweater and throwing that to one side. “Bryan, hand me that life vest.” 
 
      
 
    “Brett, no!” Andy was on his feet in seconds, clumsily discarding the oar inside the boat. “You can’t go in. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “I can reach him,” Brett replied seriously, taking the circular buoyancy aid from Bryan’s hands and looping his right arm through it. “I’ve got to try.” 
 
      
 
    Before Andy could open his mouth to argue further, Brett took two big steps forward and dove over the side of the lifeboat. More water splashed in and covered those still inside, but Andy didn’t care about that. He couldn’t lose two of his crew members; Brett and Cory needed to make it back alive.  
 
      
 
    “Get another flare!” Andy cried, unable to see anything more than a foot beyond the boat. “Get another flare!” 
 
      
 
    The seconds passed like hours as Andy waited for Bryan to fire another flare into the sky, the little red dot climbing higher and higher until eventually it popped like a balloon and showered a confetti of light down upon them. Andy’s eyes were glued to the water as it did, searching for any sign of Brett and Cory. Nothing. He could only see the waves crashing into one another over and over, the white tops breaking like soap bubbles.  
 
      
 
    “Another! Send out another flare!” 
 
      
 
    “Andy, this is the last one!” Bryan replied, fiddling with the gun in his hands as he tried to change the cartridge as quickly as possible. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t care!” Andy screamed back, raw emotion filling his voice as he hysterically searched the waters for his friends. “Light it up!” 
 
      
 
    For the third time the red dot started flying through the sky, each time taking longer to explode and rain down light than before. Finally, Andy was able to see the ocean as he needed it. Water. Waves. Chaos. What he couldn’t see, though, were any bodies. Cory was gone. Brett was gone. His heart thumped in his chest as he blinked and brushed seawater from his eyes. They had to be there; he needed them to be there. But there was nothing. No signs of life, no sign of his friends. The storm had claimed them both.  
 
      
 
    Sitting back on his heels, Andy let out an animalistic cry. More pain than he had ever experienced filled every inch of his body, crippling him instantly and completely. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Seeing the desperation in his little boy as James was forced to beg two complete strangers to help reunite him with his mother broke Len’s heart. It seemed to have a similar effect on the two women as well, both of their facial features softening as they looked at one another. Len took a step forward and reached out for James’s hand, smiling at his son as he did so and hoping to relay to the boy how proud of him he was.  
 
      
 
    “She was taken only yesterday,” Len took over the dialogue once more. “She’s called Amy. We saw this morning that she went into one of the houses at the other end of the street. Please, is there anything you can do or tell us that will help us get her back?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” one of the women finally nodded after a long pause. “We can tell you what you need to know, but I don’t know how you’re going to manage to break her out. A few women have tried in the past and…” the woman paused. “It didn’t end well.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Len gushed, resisting the urge to hug the two women. “Please, sit down. Do you want any food or water? We’ve got plenty of supplies downstairs that I can get. I’m Len, by the way, this is my son, James, and our friend, Harrison.” His words came out hurried and frantic, desperate to use every second he had with the women to gather all the information possible. Anything he could learn that would help them get to Amy was valuable knowledge to Len.  
 
      
 
    “Food and water would be good,” the same woman spoke, the two of them maneuvering around the room to sit down on the bed together, their wrists still bound. “I’m Maggie, and this is Isabelle. I don’t know your wife, but there were several new people brought to the camp yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “How many?” Len leapt on the end of Maggie’s sentence, trying to soak up every word he could get. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Harrison slide out of the room, presumably to get some food and water from downstairs. It was obvious the prepper felt slightly uncomfortable in the situation. He wasn’t a very trusting man and Len imagined Harrison was running through thousands of scenarios for how this small interaction might end.  
 
      
 
    “There were five,” Maggie replied, unable to forget how the fifth woman had been called out the night before. “They brought them to the camp while we were all out scavenging, so I don’t know exactly when they arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s okay,” Len brushed over the minor details. “This camp you’re referring to. Where is it? What’s it like?” 
 
      
 
    Maggie looked to Isabelle for a second, the quieter woman simply shaking her head and looking at the floor. Len wasn’t surprised one of them was still nervous around them. He was just thankful that Maggie had started talking.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not really sure,” Maggie started, her sentence interrupted for a moment by Harrison returning. In his hands he held a canteen of water and several snack bars, offering them to the women on the bed before he gave a bar to James.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Maggie smiled as she ripped open two of the snack bars, handing one to Isabelle as the women struggled to use both of their hands at the same time. In between mouthfuls, she then continued speaking. “Like I said, we don’t really know where the camp is. They knock everyone out before they bring us in the first time and then we only leave to come out on these scavenging trips. Now that they’ve got a truck working, they’re bringing us farther each day, and I can’t be certain which places we’ve been to already.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s the place like, where the camp is?” Harrison questioned from beside the door, having once again removed himself from the center of the room and attention.  
 
      
 
    “It’s in a big field really,” Maggie shrugged. “We’re kept in a large tent if we’re not out on a trip. There are a few other tents in the camp too. They’re not like camping tents though, they’re massive. The sort of thing rich people would have garden parties in before all of this happened. It’s all surrounded by a big fence and barbed wire as well. Plus there are watchtowers by the gate, guarded constantly by the men. When you’re in the camp, there’s no way out.” 
 
      
 
    “How many men?” Harrison spoke up again, his mind working feverishly as he built a rough sketch of where the women were being kept. “And how many women? Is it just women they are doing this to?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Maggie nodded. “There’s about fifty of us, I would guess. Probably thirty men, give or take. They all have weapons though. Guns, knives, chains, you name it. Even though there are more of us, there’s no way we could overpower them.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Harrison thought to himself for a while, letting the room fill with silence save for the sounds of the women and James chewing their food. “Do you leave every day for these trips?” 
 
      
 
    Maggie nodded.  
 
      
 
    “And how many would you say are left behind?” 
 
      
 
    “Not many women,” Maggie replied after a moment’s thought. “Only those who aren’t physically able to come out are left behind. Some are injured and can’t walk, so they can’t make the journey. But all the other women are brought out.” 
 
      
 
    “And the men?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe half?” Maggie guessed, never having seen the camp during the daytime herself. “I think some go out and search for more women though. They keep bringing more back every day.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Harrison repeated, chewing on his bottom lip slightly as he thought. “So through the day when you’re out, you’d say the camp is pretty unprotected?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Maggie replied, though her tone remained uncertain.  
 
      
 
    “That’s when we should strike then,” Harrison spoke now to Len, a plan weaving itself together in his head. “We need Amy to somehow stay in the camp during the day. Then we can break in and get her when most of the men have gone.” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t just choose to stay,” Maggie interrupted, quick to find a flaw in Harrison’s idea. “They force us outside unless we physically can’t make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Hmm,” Harrison thought to himself. “There’s got to be something we can do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later when Maggie and Isabelle finally left the house, their arms full of stolen supplies, a firm plan had been made. Len felt uneasy about a large chunk of it, its success relying on Maggie fulfilling her part and getting the information to Amy. They also still had to follow the truck back to the camp, neither Maggie nor Isabelle managing to come up with a specific location for it. Then there were the specifics of the break-in. Len had many doubts but knew he couldn’t afford to show them. It was a plan they’d all come up with together and now they all had to follow through.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “All right then,” Harrison spoke as they watched the truck starting up and preparing to leave on the street in front of them. “Are we good?” 
 
      
 
    Good wasn’t the adjective Len would have chosen to describe how he was feeling at that current moment. But he knew the time for voicing complaints or concerns had long passed. As the truck pulled away they kept their heads low to avoid being noticed, their plan working out thus far. The fact that no men had come into the house after Maggie and Isabelle left meant that the women had stuck to their word so far and were keeping them a secret. Len could only hope that trend continued and things would continue to fall into place and allow him to reunite with Amy once more.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Harrison continued a few minutes later, once the truck had turned the corner at the end of the street and was just disappearing from view. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    On his command, Len rose from his crouched position and held out a hand to his son. “You ready, James?” 
 
      
 
    The little boy nodded, a determined expression on his face. James understood exactly what they were intending to do. He’d stood by and listened as Harrison and Len had planned, with help from the two women. He may only be eight years old, but James understood the magnitude of their task. He knew what they were doing was in order to get his mother back and he was determined to not just be less of a burden, but actually be helpful as well. He wouldn’t let his parents down.  
 
      
 
    That was all the confirmation the two adults needed as the three of them left the house, pulled the door closed behind them, and started to jog down the street after the truck. They were aware they couldn’t keep up with the vehicle, but thankfully due to its size, weight, and the condition of the roads, it was leaving very noticeable tracks. Provided nothing happened, they would be able to follow them all the way back to the camp and begin enacting the next stage of their plan.  
 
      
 
    Even with the tracks showing no sign of disappearing, the three of them kept a swift pace. They all knew what was at stake, and Len in particular didn’t want to delay things any more than they had already agreed to. He kept a close eye on James as they jogged though, making sure his son wasn’t struggling in any way. Len had removed several items from his rucksack before the trip to the women’s camp, knowing they could return for them later if needed but also knowing they could survive without them. They could always find more cans of food on their journey. What they couldn’t find was another family.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s slow down a bit,” Harrison spoke between breaths after they had been jogging for about twenty minutes. “This road is pretty flat and I can still make the truck out in the distance. I don’t want them to notice they’re being followed.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Len agreed as he slowed to a walk, thankful for the slight rest. Two months ago he could barely climb the stairs to his office without becoming out of breath, and now he was literally chasing after a moving vehicle and he felt more alive with energy than ever. The adrenaline helped a great deal, but there was no mistaking how his body had changed since the mass ejection. He was slimmer, leaner, and much more toned. In a way the apocalypse had finally been the kick up the rear he’d needed to get back in shape.  
 
      
 
    “How’re you doing, James?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine,” James panted slightly to Len’s right, swigging from a water canteen as they continued to walk. Slowing their pace was fine; stopping altogether was out of the question.  
 
      
 
    “That’s my boy,” Len beamed, “I’m so proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks, Dad,” James replied in a slightly awkward manner, looking up at Harrison for a second and blushing. Len had never really displayed a lot of affection in public before, but with his son back in his life that was quickly changing. He loved his family and he was proud of them. Neither of those things were anything to be embarrassed about.  
 
      
 
    “How much farther do you think we’re going?” Len asked Harrison as a change of topic. “Are there any particular spots around here that you think would suit what Maggie described?” 
 
      
 
    “There’s another small town not far west I think,” Harrison mused, trying to remember the map without having to retrieve it from his bag. “Not sure what else. The tracks are still here though, so I say we just keep following them. That’s the best guide we’ve got at the moment.” 
 
      
 
    “Good with me,” Len nodded, reaching around his rucksack for his water canteen and taking a couple of swigs. “Hopefully we’ll make it before nightfall.” 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the three of them didn’t have to walk for much longer at all before the distinct signs of a makeshift camp appeared in the distance. Getting as close as they dared, Harrison led the group to a collection of trees they could shelter in. The old prepper then pulled out a pair of binoculars he’d brought from his bunker in order to get a closer look at the camp’s interior.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll be damned,” Harrison exhaled after a while, his magnified gaze sweeping over the camp several times before he finally removed the binoculars from his eyes and handed them to Len.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Len questioned as he peered through the lenses. “What did you see?” 
 
      
 
    “I think that’s a government aid camp,” Harrison said once Len had finished looking, unable to pick up on what Harrison had. “Or at least it used to be.” 
 
      
 
    “Government aid?” Len was immediately confused; the men they had watched earlier hadn’t acted or looked anything like they were from the government. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean,” Harrison took the binoculars back from Len for another look. “I think this camp was set up by the government to provide aid or conduct research or something. Obviously now it’s been overrun by these criminals. But I think that’s how it was set up—look,” Harrison handed the binoculars back to Len once more. “Do you see the design of that tent in the far corner? That’s government issue. And the way it’s laid out as well. It all looks pretty official to me.” 
 
      
 
    “So what does that mean?” Len remained confused, trying to piece together what had happened in his head. “Where are the government people who set it up?” 
 
      
 
    “Dead, I imagine,” Harrison shook his head. “Looks like these men overran the camp and probably killed them all. Scum. It’s disgusting what some people will do in a situation like this.” 
 
      
 
    Len didn’t know what to say. On the one hand he was thrilled that the government had managed to start sending out support to the country. It meant that the world was quite possibly on the mend again. On the other hand though, it meant that the men who were keeping Amy prisoner were even more dangerous than they had originally thought. They needed to get her out of there fast, before something terrible happened.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Len started speaking, filling his voice with confidence and authority. “This doesn’t change anything. We’ve got a plan and we need to pull it off. For Amy’s sake, and for the sake of all the other women in there too. Harrison? You still up for it?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrison grinned and clapped Len on the back, reassuring his companion that nothing had changed. “I’ll see you two in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    With a smile from Len and a wave from James, Harrison then turned on his heel and started jogging off into the distance. This was the second part of their plan and Len had faith that Harrison would pull through for them. He hadn’t let them down yet and Len didn’t think he ever would. Pulling his son close beside him, they both stared forward at the camp where Amy was. They would have her back soon and then their family would be whole again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Once Amy’s wrist was finally freed from her buddy, Lucy, she immediately made her way to her assigned bed and sat down. She was exhausted. The work itself hadn’t been particularly hard, although she and Lucy had struggled to carry a very heavy safe out of the house at one point. The main reason she was so tired was because of how hard her brain had been working to try and figure a way out of the camp. So far, she had absolutely nothing.  
 
      
 
    More than anything it was completely disheartening. When the tent opened up again about an hour later and the men appeared with troughs of food and water, she was almost too defeated to stand up and eat. Amy knew she needed the strength though. They were only provided with one meal a day and seeing as she had skipped it yesterday, her stomach was now growling inside her.  
 
      
 
    As soon as the men left she was on her feet, racing toward them with a determination she had carried ever since the first weapon had been cocked at the picnic bench two days earlier. She elbowed other women out of the way, knowing that when it came to food in this place, everyone seemed to forget about their manners and friendships. It was fight or flight, and Amy had no intention of letting her body give up on her.  
 
      
 
    Leaning over the trough that contained what could only loosely be described as food, Amy copied the other women and started scooping up mouthfuls of the gruel with her hands. She did her best to ignore the smell, swallowing without chewing so the strangely textured food barely touched her taste buds. Several mouthfuls in, Amy felt a shove in her side and turned her head slightly to see a woman about her age standing there. Not wanting to start a fight, Amy edged up slightly, making sure there was enough room for the woman to get to the meal. She didn’t move though, only staring at Amy with wide eyes until she was forced to speak.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Amy questioned irritably, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth and finally stepping away from the food trough, her stomach full. But as she shuffled her way around the water trough the woman followed, standing next to her once again and silently observing.  
 
      
 
    “You got a problem?”  
 
      
 
    “Are you Amy?” The woman questioned in a hushed tone, making sure no one around them heard the interaction.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy replied with a furrowed brow. “Who are you?” 
 
      
 
    “Are you James’s mother?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Suddenly Amy was completely enthralled by the conversation, pushing away from the water trough and giving the woman her full attention. “How do you know my son? Who are you?”  
 
      
 
    “Please,” the woman glanced around nervously, making sure that no one had heard Amy’s outburst. “Keep your voice down. Act natural.” 
 
      
 
    Amy did as instructed, copying the woman as she moved closer to the water trough, taking up a fictitious position at the side of it and slowly scooping up an empty handful of water.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Maggie,” the woman spoke in a low voice, shielding her mouth with her hands as she pretended to drink. “I met your husband and son today.” 
 
      
 
    Amy did her best to hide her surprise and excitement, covering her own mouth and leaning far over the trough to disguise her face further. “Where? Are they okay? What’s happened to them?” 
 
      
 
    “They’re fine,” Maggie replied so quietly Amy had to edge slightly closer to hear her, the sounds of other women drinking and eating echoing throughout the tent. “They’ve come to rescue you. We came up with a plan.” 
 
      
 
    Inching even closer so their bodies were touching, Amy focused all her attention on Maggie as she started explaining to Amy what had happened that day and what plan the group of them had come up with. It was almost impossible to believe. Amy had hoped that Len would be able to find her, but she also knew it was very unlikely. To hear that he had traveled all this way to track her down—again—made her heart grow weak thinking about him.  
 
      
 
    She listened carefully as Maggie told her what the two of them must do the next morning and the parts that Harrison and Len would play on the outside. She kept her questioning to a minimum, knowing that any sign of the women talking or becoming friendly with one another wouldn’t resonate well with the men. Maggie told her that her family was safe and that was enough for her. She would see James and Len very soon, a promise she hadn’t thought would be possible for a long time.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure it’ll work?” Amy whispered as their conversation drew to a close, the number of women who still surrounded them thinning by the second. The men would be back to take away what remained of the food and water any minute, and the two of them needed to be finished before that happened.  
 
      
 
    “There isn’t really any other choice,” Maggie mumbled as she made to leave the dining area. “It’s your decision Amy. If you want your family to try and rescue you, you know what to do. I’m game if you are. I’ll fight back.” 
 
      
 
    As Maggie walked away, Amy ran over every word that had just been said between them. Maggie was right; she needed to enact the plan as it had been laid out for her. If she didn’t at least try then there was absolutely no hope of seeing her family again tomorrow. What she and Maggie needed to do in the morning could very easily backfire and fail, but if they didn’t attempt it they would never know. With the knowledge that her ex-husband and son waited in the bushes somewhere not far away, Amy vowed that she would do everything to reduce that distance between them.  
 
      
 
    Waking the next morning, Amy felt far from rested. Her sleep had been light and interrupted, her dreams startling her awake almost every hour. Thousands of scenarios for how the day would pan out had swum through her head, Amy telling herself that the more she imagined, the more prepared she would be. But now the morning of the planned escape was upon her and she felt less prepared than she ever had before.  
 
      
 
    “Line up!”  
 
      
 
    The familiar shout filled Amy’s ears not long after she had woken, another reminder of what was to come. Swinging her legs off the side of the bed she waited for several other women to start walking toward the front of the tent before she joined in. Her eyes swept the crowd for any sign of Maggie, needing to be with the woman for the first stage of their plan to begin. After a few seconds she found her, sauntering casually over from the opposite side of the tent.  
 
      
 
    Amy slowed her pace, making sure the two of them would reach the line at the same time and would be fairly close to the back of the group. As women started to pair up ahead of them, the buddy monologue started being shouted by one of the men by the entrance. Amy hoped this would be the last time she ever heard it.  
 
      
 
    “You will stay with your buddy. You will not leave your buddy’s side. You will work in a pair and be treated as one person. If you mess up, you both mess up. If your buddy gets hurt, you both get hurt. If your buddy runs, gets captured and punished then YOU will also be captured and punished. You will stay with your buddy…” 
 
      
 
    “Hello buddy,” Maggie smiled at Amy as the two of them found themselves next to one another in the line. “You ready?” 
 
      
 
    Amy nodded, turning her head slightly and counting how many women were still behind them. Only eight. Four pairs who would hopefully be quickly removed from the tent once things began, plus the few women who remained on their beds, too sick or injured to move. If everything went according to plan, Amy and Maggie would be joining them soon.  
 
      
 
    As the line inched forward, the male cries dictating when each new partnership was tied together and sent outside, Amy clenched her fists by her sides and took several deep breaths. She couldn’t wait any longer now. This was the moment.  
 
      
 
    Adjusting her stance, Amy turned her body to face Maggie and brought up one of her clenched fists, hitting the woman squarely in the jaw. It was just as they had planned, the timing unexpected and the punch meant to cause serious damage. Maggie was quick to react and retaliate though, throwing two hard punches one after the other, catching Amy first in the side of the head and then in the stomach.  
 
      
 
    The women around them dispersed quickly, trying to get out of the way of the ensuing brawl. Amy and Maggie both knew they had to act quickly, getting in as many hits as possible before the men ran over and ripped them apart.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?”  
 
      
 
    One of the men screamed in Amy’s face, slapping her over the back of the head only to add to her injuries. This was the next stage of their plan: acting. Amy forced her body to go weak at the knees, leaning over and resting slightly on the man for support. He immediately moved backwards, which led to Amy staggering around on wobbly legs for a few seconds before she theatrically fell to the floor.  
 
      
 
    A few feet away with another man for support, Maggie was performing equally as well. She lay on the floor wheezing, one hand covering her neck which Amy had grabbed onto and squeezed during their fight, suffocating the woman slightly. Amy tried to avoid looking at Maggie if possible, nervous it would give the game away. Instead she focused on magnifying her injuries, pretending that a blow to the head had made her disoriented and semi-concussed.  
 
      
 
    “Get them up!”  
 
      
 
    Another man shouted, striding toward Amy and Maggie from the front of the line, almost all the other women having left the tent. Following the instruction the two men who stood beside Amy and Maggie bent down, pulling the women up from underneath their arms. Simultaneously the pair of them sagged, turning into dead weight in their arms.  
 
      
 
    “This one’s nearly unconscious, boss!” The man holding Amy shouted back, lowering Amy back down to the ground again as he spoke.  
 
      
 
    “And this one can barely breathe,” the other carried on, doing the same with Maggie and then giving her body a poke with his toe as she lay on the ground.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, put them in their beds and leave them then,” the man in charge sighed. “We’ll deal with them later, but there’s work to be done today.” 
 
      
 
    Keeping inside the cheer of delight at the man’s words, Amy forced her body to remain still as one of the men half-carried, half-dragged her back to her bed. She was thrown on top of it in an uncaring manner, forcing a yelp to escape from her mouth with shock.  
 
      
 
    “Keep quiet,” the man snarled at her as he turned to walk away. “We mean what we say; we will be back to deal with you later. What happens in here throughout the day will make you wish you’d boarded that truck.” 
 
      
 
    Shuddering, Amy remained silent as the man kicked the foot of her bed and finally left. She didn’t move until she heard the distinctive sound of the tent entrance being closed and even then she waited another five minutes before she dared to roll over.  
 
      
 
    Locking eyes with Maggie, they both noticed that the tent was empty. The men had gone, leaving them alone to nurse their wounds. Neither of them doubted that they would return, but Amy believed in Len and Harrison, hoping that they would be the ones to come for them first. Now that they had managed to avoid being taken out of the camp, all Amy could do was wait and hope. Hope that it hadn’t all been for nothing and hope that she could see her family again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Harrison nodded, patting the rucksack he held in his hands. It was full, and Len knew exactly what that meant. As the sun started to creep up over the horizon, it was only a matter of hours before they could put their plan into action. Very soon, Len would be able to see Amy again and his son could have his mother back.  
 
      
 
    “I’m just going to catch an hour or so of sleep,” Harrison continued. The old prepper had been up all night on his mission, so naturally he was exhausted and everyone knew he needed to be on high alert for the day ahead.  
 
      
 
    “Sure thing,” Len nodded, “I’ll keep an eye out; will wake you if anything happens.”  
 
      
 
    While Harrison slept, James still dozing beside him in the tents Len had erected the night before, he kept a close eye on the camp through the binoculars. It almost didn’t seem real to Len what they were about to do, but he knew they had no other option. He was willing to do anything to get Amy back and after everything these men had already done to her, Len had no regrets about what was about to happen.  
 
      
 
    Once the sun had risen further in the sky, Len started to notice signs of movement within the camp. Men crossed between a couple of tents for several minutes, walking casually and chatting to one another like they hadn’t kidnapped tens of women and were using them as slaves to gather supplies from the surrounding area. It made Len feel sick to see how little they cared about what they were doing. How mankind had so quickly reverted back to these ways after what had happened was shocking. Basic human decency had been wiped out almost as easily as the electricity had, with only a small percentage of the surviving population seeming to care about their fellow man.  
 
      
 
    After another half hour, with his companions still sleeping quietly, Len watched as several men entered the third tent on the site. It was the largest of the three and—by his powers of deduction—Len assumed it was where the women were being kept. Sure enough, as he continued to watch, pairs of women began being slowly escorted outside, their wrists always bound together to stop any one of them from running.  
 
      
 
    Len kept his focus more sternly from this point, watching every pair of women who left the tent and making sure Amy wasn’t one of them. If she and Maggie had failed to pull off their part of the plan then the whole thing was ruined. He hoped Maggie had been able to reach Amy and share the information with her; it hadn’t escaped him and Harrison how much of what they were about to do rested on the shoulders of the woman they had only briefly met yesterday.  
 
      
 
    What had to be the vast majority of women had left the tent when the procession suddenly stopped. No one else was leaving the tent and instead, a couple of men ran in, weapons clutched in their hands. Len held his breath as he guessed at what was happening. He hated what he was making Amy do in there. She had already gone through enough pain and now, if everything was going according to plan, she would be going through a lot more.  
 
      
 
    There was nothing he could do but watch and wait though. Eventually women started leaving the tent again, four more pairs joining the group waiting by the truck in the center of the camp. Amy wasn’t one of them. Neither was Maggie. Len chewed on his bottom lip nervously as he watched the tent being closed back up, no one else expected to leave. Then, under the hateful eyes of the men, all the women boarded the truck and prepared to leave.  
 
      
 
    They had done it. Amy and Maggie were both still inside. Len forced himself to keep calm and still as he watched the gates of the camp slowly open and the truck roll out, taking with it most of the women and perhaps half of the men. But not Amy. That was all Len focused on as he pictured his former wife’s face in his mind. He would be with her again soon. Finally, as the truck disappeared from view in the distance, it was time to deploy the next stage of their rescue mission.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Len gently shook Harrison’s shoulder, waking the sleeping man with a start. “The truck has left,” Len continued once Harrison had adjusted to the situation and realized he wasn’t under attack. “Amy and Maggie are both still inside.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” Harrison nodded as he climbed out of his tent, brushing a few leaves and pieces of grass from his clothing as he did so. “Are you ready for phase two?” 
 
      
 
    “As I’ll ever be,” Len replied affirmatively. “Just let me wake James and then we’re good to go.” 
 
      
 
    “All right, I’ll keep watch,” Harrison replied, reaching out and taking the binoculars which hung around Len’s neck. The prepper then moved into position and started surveying the camp, making sure nothing had changed overnight while he’d been away and that what they intended to do was still possible. 
 
      
 
    Len tugged the zipper down on the second tent where his son was still sleeping. He hadn’t seen any point in waking James; he wanted the boy to be as well rested as possible. The day ahead of them was going to be exhausting in more ways than one. Len had deliberated with himself for a long time over what to do with James during their rescue attempt. In the end he had decided that despite the danger it might put James in, he wanted his son to be by his side the entire time. It would be too distracting to worry about James hiding elsewhere while they saved Amy. At least if James was with him he could look after him at every turn. They would be exposing the young boy to quite a lot, but James had already been through so much on his own journey. Len had every belief that he could handle it.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Len shook James’s shoulder in a similar fashion to how he had woke Harrison just a few minutes earlier. James looked much more peaceful and Len was much more reluctant to pull the boy from his sleep, but he knew it was necessary. “Wake up James. It’s time to get up now.” With a few mumblings James slowly peeled open his eyes, squinting in the daylight that was pouring through the tent opening.  
 
      
 
    “Good morning, my brave boy,” Len smiled at his son. “I hope you slept well.” James rubbed his eyes in response, opening his mouth to release a massive yawn before closing his eyes briefly again. “I’ll let you get dressed,” Len continued, “and then do you want to meet me and Harrison outside for some food?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James managed to reply, his voice croaky from his sleep. “I’ll be out in a bit, Dad.” 
 
      
 
    With another smile at his son, Len fastened the zipper of the tent back up slightly to give James some privacy and then left to get ready. Harrison was still staring through the binoculars at the camp, making a note of every tiny movement within it in his head, each piece of information potentially vital for their plan. Leaving him to it, Len rummaged around in his rucksack for some food. They couldn’t cook anything, but he found a few cereal bars and a slightly stale pack of cookies that would have to do. Five minutes later when James appeared the three of them all came together to eat, hopefully enjoying the last meal as just the three of them.  
 
      
 
    “Does everything look in order?” Len asked as he wiped the final crumbs from around his mouth, watching as Harrison started to open his own rucksack, which was now filled with new supplies.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison replied without turning to look at Len, carefully pulling items from the bag and resting them on the ground. “I’ve got plenty; that lake house was very well stocked.” 
 
      
 
    Len let his mind run over the gravity of their situation once more as he watched Harrison handling the sticks of dynamite. The prepper had spotted them in the back of a van parked near a construction site next to the lake houses, likely in the middle of being transported to a quarry or dig site. Remembering their location, Harrison had pushed his body to the limit the night before, running all the way to the lake house and back in order to collect them. Len had never handled dynamite before, but he trusted Harrison. As far as their plan went, this was the most dangerous part of it and he was happy to let Harrison take the lead. 
 
      
 
    “Come here,” Harrison beckoned once everything was unpacked. “I’ll show you how to set them off.” 
 
      
 
    Watching carefully, Len made sure he understood every tiny detail that was required from him. Though it was Harrison who had the experience with dynamite, it would be Len who needed to blow the fuse. For their plan to work, Harrison needed to be at the other side of the camp, his expertise labeling him as the key activist on their rescue mission. That was another reason why Len was so worried about having James by his side. The fact his son would likely have to handle explosives didn’t sit very well with him, but nonetheless he made sure James was paying attention to Harrison’s lesson too. If the need arose, Len knew James would have to step up. The young boy watched with more determination than Len had ever seen before. He couldn’t have been any prouder of his son. It was truly phenomenal how much the boy had matured since he had lived with Len in Chicago.  
 
      
 
    The sound of motorcycle engines starting up distracted the group suddenly from their lesson, all eyes swinging in the direction of the camp. Even without the binoculars, Len could see three motorcycles pulling out of the camp gates, undoubtedly a group of men sent out to try and kidnap more women like had been the case with Amy.  
 
      
 
    “Another four gone,” Harrison confirmed through the binoculars. “It’ll be time for us to strike soon.” 
 
      
 
    “How long until they’re out of earshot?” Len questioned, remembering that the dynamite would likely alert anyone nearby to what was happening.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it about thirty minutes,” Harrison mused. “We can pack things up here and move into position. Then watch for my signal to get things lit up.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded. He was very aware of how the rest of their plan needed to unfold. He ran over every detail of it over and over again in his head as they packed up the tents, sorted the dynamite, and prepared to leave. Once they were ready, Len had his explosives-filled rucksack strapped close to his back, the bow and quiver of arrows resting in its usual place and Harrison’s Remington A3 rifle fastened over his other shoulder blade. He looked like a true warrior and, as he took a deep breath and readied himself to leave the shelter of the trees, he actually felt like one too.  
 
      
 
    Saying goodbye to Harrison, though only for what would hopefully be a short while, felt quite moribund to Len. He refused to linger on it though, knowing they needed to have shared confidence in the plan in order to make it work. With that over and done with, Len took his son’s hand and started leading him out of the trees where they’d spent the night and began to set a steady course around the back of the camp. That was his destination, allowing them to enact a two-pronged attack, with Harrison edging even closer to the front gates.  
 
      
 
    Everything made perfect sense on paper. Len and James would hide on the ridge that ran along the back of the camp, the slope of the hill ensuring they were hidden from view until they chose to reveal themselves. Harrison would move himself into position at the front of the camp, preparing to break through a weakened part of the fencing that he’d spotted toward the bottom of one of the guard towers.  
 
      
 
    Once he was in position, Harrison would signal Len by reflecting the sunlight off a broken piece of mirror, something they had practiced several times before in the past. When Len saw the signal that would mean it was time to light the dynamite and throw it into the rear of the camp.  
 
      
 
    If things all went as they were hoping, the dynamite would distract the few men left in the camp and bring them towards the rear long enough for Harrison to break his way in. It was then down to the old prepper to sneak through the camp and find a way to smuggle Amy out unseen. Though if backup was needed, Len would be watching the camp from the ridge, poised with the A3 rifle.  
 
      
 
    In his head, it was all perfectly straightforward, but Len knew there were any number of things that could go wrong. Still, as he saw the telltale signal of sunlight reflecting off the mirror, he knew there was no more time left to contemplate things. Reaching into his rucksack, he pulled out a stick of dynamite and sprang into action. 
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