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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Len was silent as he and Harrison slowly walked away from his home, away from Harrison’s bunker and away from the one place he knew was truly safe. He knew he had to put his son’s life ahead of his own and ultimately he knew he was making the right decision. Despite this, a tiny selfish voice in his head screamed at him to turn back. To run back down into Harrison’s bunker and wait there until everything returned to normal. However long that would take.  
 
      
 
    The sight of Chicago around him was a constant reminder of everything that had happened. Small fires still burned in doorways and burnt-out wrecks of cars littered the streets. Black plumes of smoke dotted the skyline; Len was only able to guess at what had caused them. The lack of people was hard to ignore as well, the area where Len and Harrison had lived was relatively quiet, but not how it was now.  
 
      
 
    Walking past a small park, Len was reminded how he used to push James on the swing there when his son still lived in Chicago. The park was always busy with children on hot days, but now it was completely deserted. Every sound Len and Harrison made was more pronounced because of the emptiness around them. It made Len nervous; that and the knowledge of the long journey ahead of him.  
 
      
 
    The weight of the backpack was heavy on his shoulders, his body still not fully recovered from the beating he had taken in central Chicago. The group of people, all with shaven heads, kicking at his old body as he curled up on the ground, desperately trying to protect the little baby he had rescued.  
 
      
 
    Len wondered how far Freddie and Jen had made it by now with the little boy. Would they have been able to follow the river all the way back to Bloomington? Len had no idea how long the journey would take, or if the fuel they’d brought on board would be enough to get them there. He just hoped the baby—Matthew, as Jen had called him—was safe.  
 
      
 
    His encounters on his way home through Chicago filled Len with both hope and fear. He had met more good people than bad, the gang acting unlike anyone else and completely taking Len by surprise. Amongst the others though, he was glad in a way that he had come across them. They reminded him that not everyone was inherently good and the chaos that had struck Chicago had surely brought out the worst in many of its residents.  
 
      
 
    That was why he was so curious about Harrison. The old man was so prepared for literally anything that could come his way and yet he had left all that behind to help Len find his family. There must be another reason but Harrison hadn’t been forthcoming in revealing it. Len had asked, but Harrison somehow always managed to steer the conversation in another direction, all but confirming Len’s suspicions.  
 
      
 
    He mused about how long Harrison must have lived just down the road from him, preparing for a disaster that might never come. Perhaps that was why Harrison was accompanying him—what was the point in preparing for something if, when it finally happened, you just hid away and never experienced it?  
 
      
 
    Len shook his head and smirked slightly at the thought. It was a stupid explanation, but he couldn’t help thinking of it as a possibility. If Harrison wasn’t going to clarify, Len would just have to imagine why. Still he couldn’t stop himself from asking the older man again.  
 
      
 
    “So what is there in Michigan for you?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison turned his head and smiled at Len, the skin around his eyes wrinkling as he did so, showing his old age. “In Michigan? Nothing.” 
 
      
 
    Len let out an exasperated sigh, slapping his hands against his thighs in a show of disappointment. “Then why?” Len questioned again, “Why are you coming with me?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you want my help?” 
 
      
 
    “Well of course,” Len combatted the question. “I’ve already told you I can’t thank you enough. You saved my life and I already feel ten times more prepared than I did two days ago, but still. You must have another reason.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison regarded Len carefully. He had another reason, the only reason really, but he was still unsure whether he trusted Len enough to tell him the truth. He was normally confident in everything he did. He’d been preparing for the apocalypse since he was a little boy, knowing that one day his time would come. But without anyone to protect or anyone to save, it had left him feeling rather hollow.  
 
      
 
    He had no idea where his daughter might be. He hadn’t seen or spoken to her in over twenty years, not since his wife had died and she’d moved away. The last he’d heard she was in Canada and through his research online he had managed to keep track on her whereabouts to some extent. Obviously now without any electricity he was forced to guess based on her last known location: Toronto.  
 
      
 
    Harrison hadn’t told Len anything about his daughter and how she was the true reason for him traveling to South Haven. He was still ashamed of himself for not trying to find her sooner. He was more prepared than anyone and yet it had taken a city businessman to make him see what was right.  
 
      
 
    Len impressed Harrison, even though he didn’t reveal that either. He had a strength that Harrison perhaps didn’t possess, even though he desperately wanted to. Maybe it had been so long since he’d seen his daughter that he’d somehow forgotten what it meant to be a father. Len clearly had not.  
 
      
 
    “I have a daughter,” Harrison spoke quietly, still uncertain about telling Len the truth. He could tell his companion wasn’t going to let it go so easily though and it was probably better to have the conversation now rather than days down the line.  
 
      
 
    Len stopped walking for a second to turn and look at Harrison. He hadn’t expected that; he hadn’t expected getting an answer at all. “Oh,” he muttered as he stepped back into line with Harrison, “where is she?” 
 
      
 
    “Canada,” Harrison spoke curtly, “I think.” 
 
      
 
    Len paused for another second. He could tell Harrison didn’t want to speak about his daughter and it took all his self-control not to press the man. If he changed his mind it was clear Len was interested, but for the time being Len accepted it was best not to aggravate his companion. Even though Harrison had equipped him well for the journey, Len was still very aware of how much he would need the older man.  
 
      
 
    “What’s her name?” Len asked after a moment, choosing a question that was less invasive than the many others swimming around his mind. He had never even suspected that Harrison might have a daughter or a family. His bunker and his house were both filled with only the necessary objects; Len hadn’t seen any indication of anyone else living there, past or present.  
 
      
 
    “Nina,” Harrison breathed. “She’s called Nina.” 
 
      
 
    After the brief interaction the two men continued moving forward in silence. Harrison was leading them south, their route taking them away from central Chicago but still through many densely populated areas.  
 
      
 
    The destruction appeared less intense in these parts of the city, but it was still dreadfully obvious. The first giveaway was how few people were out and about. Len and Harrison approached everyone with caution, but most of the people they came across were simply making their own way to their homes.  
 
      
 
    A gruesome car crash dominated the center of the street as they turned a corner towards Chicago State University. Six, maybe seven cars were crushed into a heap, parts of them still burning while the smell of gasoline filled the air. Harrison led them in a wide curve around the vehicles, all too aware of the dangers of gasoline near an open fire. Len was too, the flames reminding him that his house still lay in ruins. 
 
      
 
    Even with the wide berth they gave the vehicles, Len could make out a limp arm hanging from a car window. It was completely motionless; Len didn’t need anything more than a cursory glance to tell him whomever it belonged to was long dead. Either killed by the impact of the crash or burned alive in the aftermath; for some reason Len hoped it was the former.  
 
      
 
    These smaller details reminded Len how bad things had become. He remembered the story Freddie had told him, a fireball screaming down the street towards them with no option but to dive into Lake Michigan. Len was so thankful he had been underground when the gas line exploded; he doubted he would still be alive otherwise.  
 
      
 
    Following Harrison, Len started walking up the gradual slope of the intersection, the once busy road littered with abandoned cars. Many of them had burned up in the heat, bodies charred and unrecognizable inside. Others were simply deserted, the drivers deciding they had a better chance on foot than trapped in a metal box. Len wondered for a moment what would have happened to his own car; it felt like so long ago that he had climbed out and wandered into O’Riley’s searching for a solution to his troubles.  
 
      
 
    The city slowly began to give way to more greenery as they walked, Len aware of a golf course somewhere near the university. He much preferred the natural scenery, nature somehow remaining almost the same despite how much the city itself had changed. It said something for the power of humanity, Len mused, how so much technology could be destroyed in minutes while everything that was there before man remained constant and stoic. No matter what man creates, it all comes crumbling down eventually.  
 
      
 
    Not everything was the same however. No birds sang in the trees and the waterways that dotted the golf course were still, devoid of life on or beneath the surface. Len wondered where the animals had gone; he’d heard things in his life about animals sensing these sorts of disasters before humans were able to. Was that true? It was another question Len didn’t have an answer to.  
 
      
 
    “Quiet, isn’t it?”  
 
      
 
    He spoke instead, breaking the silence that amassed between himself and Harrison. They had been walking for over an hour and hadn’t spoken except for Harrison’s reveal of his daughter’s existence. Some time had passed since then and Len was already growing tired of the sounds of their feet on the asphalt below them. He hadn’t minded it so much when he had been traveling alone, but with Harrison beside him the silence felt awkward and uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    “Quiet is good,” Harrison shrugged, “better than everyone screaming and crying.” 
 
      
 
    Len bit his lip. He didn’t disagree with Harrison’s statement, but they could still enjoy quiet without there being absolute silence.  
 
      
 
    “So,” he paused for a second, thinking of an appropriate question for the old prepper. “Where were you when everything started?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison stared at Len for a second. He didn’t like having to answer questions, least of all when danger could spring out at them at any second. His senses were all heightened, every sound making the fine hairs on the back of his neck stand on end while his eyes were constantly darting from side to side, ensuring his field of vision was as wide as possible. 
 
      
 
    “In my bunker,” he answered anyway, despite his preference not to. Harrison could already tell Len was going to keep badgering him with questions; it made sense to allow the conversation from time to time. “The cameras cut out, so I knew there was a problem with the power.” 
 
      
 
    “You had cameras down there?” Len sounded surprised, although as soon as he asked the question he knew it was stupid. He’d seen the lengths Harrison had gone to in his home and in the bunker. Of course he had cameras set up.  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Harrison too responded with a voice that confirmed Len’s question was stupid. “When the backup generators didn’t turn them back on, I knew it was serious.”  
 
      
 
    “So what did you do?”  
 
      
 
    Harrison smirked, letting Len realize he’d asked yet another obvious question. “I stayed in my bunker. Set up the gas lighting, secured my supplies, and started working on my radio. Just like I’d prepared for.” 
 
      
 
    Len shook his head in disbelief. He still didn’t understand how Harrison was so calm. How he could experience what must have merely been a power outage for him and then decide to fasten himself down in his bunker, already prepared for the end of the world.  
 
      
 
    Len felt a mixture of admiration and pity for the old man. He couldn’t deny it was impressive to face a disaster with such a degree of calm, already fully aware of the steps that would need to be taken to ensure survival. But then on the other hand, it was sad that someone’s life had reached that point. Len couldn’t imagine not having a relationship with his child—although he couldn’t be certain that was what had happened with Harrison and his daughter even though it seemed that way. He couldn’t imagine not having anyone nearby to speak to every day and share experiences with. He found it hard enough adapting to life without Amy and James in the same home as him. Cutting off all communication was already vastly widening the hole in his heart. Harrison was so alone and Len realized with a quiet gasp that maybe that was the true reason he was accompanying Len. Perhaps the old man was just tired of seeing only his reflection in the mirror. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Dixon couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He stood outside of the White House, surrounded by several other government soldiers like him, who had all regrouped to receive orders from General Shepherd. They waited obediently for orders in the courtyard, their knowledge of what was going on in outside world still only made up of eyewitness stories like the one he was hearing.  
 
      
 
    Two of his fellow soldiers had been on patrol outside the gates during the final newscast and they had seen the public reacting to it there and then. Dixon was sweating in his uniform in the blistering heat as he listened—it sounded like everyone had reacted in the worst possible way, locals and tourists screaming on the streets and pushing past each other in an attempt to get inside.  
 
      
 
    The two soldiers said they hadn’t reported any casualties as of yet, but Dixon could still hear the screaming from beyond the walls of the White House. On top of that, he knew things would only get worse, the echo of vehicles crashing and loud bangs of potential explosions bouncing off the walls he was safely inside of.  
 
      
 
    General Shepherd was off to one side, talking in hushed tones with Mr. Wilson, the President’s chief of staff and therefore the first man who Dixon had taken the news to. With President Bruce trapped inside the emergency bunker, along with Vice President Cleo, Dixon knew Wilson and General Shepherd would be in charge of proceedings from now on. It was a responsibility he was glad not to have.  
 
      
 
    Being a soldier meant everything to Dixon. He had known ever since he was seven or eight years old that it was what he wanted to do. He joined the cadets at a young age, working his way through the ranks before his first tour over five years ago.  
 
      
 
    He could still remember every detail. Back then he was more reckless, more willing to dive head first into danger. On his second tour he’d learnt the hard way that his behavior wasn’t clever, the bullet scar on his knee a constant reminder. He didn’t let it deter him though. He knew there was more than one way to serve and his role within the White House had allowed him that. Still, he couldn’t deny the smile that crept onto his face as the familiar itch of danger crawled up his spine. Dixon never thought this day would come, but finally he would be going back into action.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I can hold things down here, General,” Wilson rested his hands on his hips as he spoke with General Shepherd. He had ended up navigating his way through the White House in relative darkness on his way down to the emergency bunker, only to find the doors inaccessible, even with his close relationship to the President. Now that he was finally outside and had located General Shepherd, he knew the two of them had to maintain control while the official protocol was carried out. Wilson had trained in the military for a couple of years when he was much younger before deciding to take up a role within politics as a civilian instead.  
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan for dispatching the troops?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got men working in the hangar as we speak. We need to figure out if we can get a bird in the sky, at least get an aerial view on the city. With all the satellites and outside communications down we’re still sitting blind.”  
 
      
 
    General Shepherd spoke quickly, his mind racing through what needed to be done. He’d never been faced with a scenario where all communications were down, the runners frantically being sent from place to place as a result. What worried him most though was how transport was being affected. He could control his men once they were deployed and on the ground, but waiting for a way to do so was driving him insane.  
 
      
 
    “Dispatching on foot will take time and I don’t want to put my men in any more danger than is necessary. Especially not until we know exactly what we’re dealing with. Have you received a status update?” 
 
      
 
    Wilson shook his head. There had been nothing since the most recent report Dixon had brought to him, but it was easy enough to figure out what had happened since then. “No, but if the power isn’t back on now I think we can safely assume it won’t be for a while. Our engineers are working on the backup generators, but I haven’t heard a status update on that yet either.”  
 
      
 
    “We should get a runner down there,” General Shepherd mused, turning to look at the group of soldiers waiting for his orders. “And one to the hangar too; I need those birds immediately.”  
 
      
 
    Wilson agreed, turning his head in the same direction as the General’s. “Dixon!” He called over to the soldier, knowing he could rely on the young man to see the job through.  
 
      
 
    “Farley! Croft!”  
 
      
 
    General Shepherd added two names to the mix and the three soldiers looked up immediately, each jogging towards the two men. They fell into line like a well-oiled machine, each raising their hand to their foreheads in a salute.  
 
      
 
    “Dixon,” General Shepherd took the lead, knowing he now was the ranking official for all the soldiers, no matter what their positions had been an hour ago. “Go to the hangar, report back on the birds. We need them airborne pronto.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon saluted again before turning and jogging off in a different direction.  
 
      
 
    “Farley, make your way down to the generators. We need a status update on the power.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” another cadet saluted and jogged in a second direction.  
 
      
 
    “Croft, find out if we still have any men out on patrol. I want everyone back here and accounted for within the hour.” 
 
      
 
    The final soldier confirmed, saluted, and did as Dixon and Farley had before him, running off to fulfil his duties. General Shepherd turned back to face Mr. Wilson, his brow furrowed as he ran over the list of everything he needed to do.  
 
      
 
    “Have all the staff been briefed on the contingency plan?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Wilson nodded, “I made sure of it myself.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” General Shepherd ran a hand through his closely shaven hair. “We need to get things moving down here.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixon was dripping with sweat by the time he reached the hangar, its moderately secret location on the White House grounds the furthest point from where he had been waiting. The hangar was a fairly recent addition to the grounds; Dixon was lucky to be aware of its presence, his role reporting to Mr. Wilson as the President’s chief of staff affording him such a luxury.  
 
      
 
    It had only been built the previous year, following a devastating grease fire that started in a local restaurant and spread all the way from the metro almost to the Reagan Building. After the fire and due to the rising tension between the United States and North Korea, the hangar had been built as a precaution, designed as an easy escape route should President Bruce ever require it.  Dixon had never been inside however and so his mouth dropped open as he jogged inside to see four large helicopters, dozens of soldiers and engineers gathered around each one.  
 
      
 
    The two Bell Boeing V-22 Ospreys were the vehicles Dixon was most familiar with. He’d ridden in quite a few of the military transport crafts during his tours, never forgetting the final journey he’d made in one as he bled out slowly from the gunshot wound in his knee. A Sikorsky CH-53K King Stallion sat on one side of the more familiar birds, Dixon recognizing it as the heavy lift helicopter they used to do resource drops. It was another he’d travelled in before, although on far fewer occasions. The final vehicle was reserved only for executive transport and Dixon could see why. The Lockheed Martin VH-71 Kestrel shone brightly even in the unlit hangar, its markings designating it as President Bruce’s own bird.  
 
      
 
    His eyes finding a ranking officer amongst the soldiers, Dixon moved swiftly towards her, focused on the job at hand.  
 
      
 
    “Corporal,” Dixon said and he stood in front of the woman, saluting and waiting for her to return to the gesture.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Private?” she asked, returning the salute and therefore allowing Dixon to lower his arm.  
 
      
 
    “Status update needed, sir, for General Shepherd.”  
 
      
 
    The corporal straightened at Dixon’s name-drop of the general, recognizing the question had come from the very top. She adjusted her uniform slightly and looked back over her shoulder, reviewing the men and women who continued to work behind her.  
 
      
 
    “Birds seem to be in working order,” the woman spoke professionally though her eyes bounced around the hangar rather than resting on Dixon’s. “They should be suitable to fly, although we’ve heard reports of vehicles exploding on the street.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon waited quietly for her to continue. He didn’t know a great deal about the mechanics of helicopters, or of anything for that matter, and he knew it wasn’t his place to be asking questions. It was up to the corporal to determine whether the birds were cleared for flight. He was only there to take the news back to the general.  
 
      
 
    “The engineers have stated the Osprey’s best for a test flight,” the corporal continued, “though we recommend minimal numbers on board in case of a crash. Engines could overheat; we think that’s what’s happening in the streets.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon waited a moment longer, making sure the woman had finished her update. “Yes, sir,” he said eventually with another salute, eager to get the news back to General Shepherd.  
 
      
 
    “Have another runner return with orders,” the woman said as she returned the salute. “My pilots are keen to get back up in the sky.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon repeated again before spinning on his heel and marching out of the hangar, only breaking into a jog when he was back outside.  
 
      
 
    As Dixon ran back through the White House grounds towards General Shepherd, he thought about what he’d heard. Engines exploding. That didn’t sound good and as much as seeing the familiar helicopters had filled him with excitement, Dixon was wary about flying in one after hearing the news.  
 
      
 
    His ears started to pick up more sounds of terror as he ran the perimeter, the street almost visible through the gaps in the high hedges and fencing that circled the grounds. Immediately he knew what the corporal had been talking about; a yellow cab was wrapped around a lamppost less than fifty meters away, its hood ablaze with flames.  
 
      
 
    Dixon’s pace slowed for a moment, his mind fully comprehending what he was looking at. It was only supposed to be a power outage; he’d suspected that it was probably worse, but he didn’t realize how crazy it had actually gotten so quickly. His duty taking over again, Dixon pushed his feet harder against the ground and ran towards where he knew General Shepherd would be awaiting his report. He’d wanted to get back into action and it looked like that was now guaranteed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ah, Dixon,” Wilson smiled at the soldier as he drew to a halt in front of him. “General Shepherd is just inside with Farley.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir,” Dixon replied, slightly out of breath from his run back to Wilson and the general. He walked briskly up the steps to the door Wilson had pointed to, the older man following just behind.  
 
      
 
    Walking in, Dixon could see immediately that Farley’s status update had been positive. The emergency power was on, albeit not at full capacity. Dixon spotted Farley giving her debriefing to the general and waited just to the side, listening to the end of what she had to say.  
 
      
 
    “…can’t get into the bunker. Power is only allocated to the main centers, so we have followed protocol with where to send it, sir. They’re working on full power, but at the moment it’s just lights. Lieutenant Saunders said he’d send a runner if they have more news.” 
 
      
 
    “Good work Farley,” General Shepherd saluted his soldier, “you can fall out.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Farley returned the salute before moving off to the side, making way for Dixon to give his report.  
 
      
 
    He told the general exactly what the corporal had told him, relaying the information word for word. General Shepherd’s eyes lit up somewhat at the news that they could get a bird in the sky, seemingly unaffected by the possibility of it crashing.  
 
      
 
    “Wilson?” General Shepherd spoke over Dixon’s head, inviting input from the other man before dismissing his soldier. “What are your thoughts on this?” 
 
      
 
    “We need a bird in the sky,” Wilson responded immediately. “We can’t go on much longer without knowing what’s happening across the city. Across the whole country for that matter. We should send one out—a small team to start with—just to get a view on our surroundings at least.” 
 
      
 
    “I completely agree,” General Shepherd nodded. “Ten should do it, I’d think. Best to have an extra pilot on too, but seven ground men should do the job.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon remained quiet while the two men spoke, knowing it wasn’t his place to join in with the conversation but also knowing he couldn’t leave until he was dismissed. He was impressed they were sending a helicopter out so quickly, especially as they all knew what could happen.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t deny he was curious to see what was happening in the rest of Washington though, the glimpse of the yellow cab piquing Dixon’s interests. He could feel the reckless boy soldier coming out in him again and as much as he tried to fight it, Dixon couldn’t stop himself from asking the question.  
 
      
 
    “Sir,” he began firmly, directing his voice at General Shepherd and waiting for the man to acknowledge him before continuing. “I’d like to go up, if I may. In the bird. I’ll be part of the team.” 
 
      
 
    General Shepherd and Wilson both stared at Dixon for a moment, neither man saying a word. Wilson’s eyebrows rose slightly, questioning Dixon with his gaze. He knew exactly the reason why Dixon was now assigned to a government role and he knew what the soldier could be like in the field. It was General Shepherd’s decision though, so he kept his mouth shut.  
 
      
 
    “Fine with me soldier,” the general spoke eventually. “Take Farley with you, and Croft too. Get the rest of the men from the hangar—three pilots—and I want Corporal Lawson up there with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon nodded, realising he never had gotten the corporal’s name earlier.  
 
      
 
    “Do a quick recon around the city but I want wheels back on the ground within sixty minutes. Then report straight back here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon agreed again, his hand this time flying to his forehead in a salute. 
 
      
 
    He wasn’t completely sure why he had just volunteered for this mission, knowing full well he could end up tumbling to the ground in a ball of fire. But he couldn’t help himself. As the general dismissed him and Dixon ran off to find Farley and Croft, a wide grin crept over his face. He was going back up in an Osprey and he was going to see what was really happening to the world. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “The lake is this way though,” argued Len. “Surely that’s where we want to go?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison shook his head. “We’re better off staying on land; it’s easier to predict. If we use the lake to travel then we have to rely on too many other things we can’t control. What if we run out of fuel? Providing we can even find a boat that is. And what if we get stranded? Or swept off course? You ever navigated a boat before? It’s not always smooth sailing you know.” 
 
      
 
    “But we’ll save so much time!” Len threw his hands in the air in frustration. He’d been having the same argument with Harrison for some time now and the older man just wouldn’t budge. “Why would we walk all the way around the lake, when we can just go across?” 
 
      
 
    “Look. Just because you found a couple of other people on a boat doesn’t mean there’ll be more scattered around waiting for us. In fact, it means they’re probably all gone. Enough people will have had the same idea by now.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison was adamant. He found it very unlikely the two of them would be able to find a boat and, even if they did, he was cautious about using one. He could sail fairly well and he knew how to drive a powerboat, but Harrison still felt a lot more comfortable on land. You could always run somewhere on land, always find somewhere to hide or escape to. On the water that’s literally all you had unless you fancied going swimming.  
 
      
 
    But Len wasn’t giving up and Harrison had to admit he understood his point. Crossing Lake Michigan by boat would save days of walking, which would also mean days of supplies saved and less exposure to the aftermath of the collapse.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Len continued speaking, shrugging off his backpack and taking a swig from his canteen of water. “Why don’t we at least head to the lake and see if there are any boats there? I’m not saying we’ll necessarily board one, but it’s at least worth having a check.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison sighed deeply. He was already fed up debating with Len. After so many years of living alone, he wasn’t used to constant human interaction, let alone one where you had to fight for your point. Harrison had only had himself to please for the last twenty years, no family nearby and very few friends to speak of. The one on one contact was very quickly becoming a challenge for him; a challenge he hadn’t anticipated having to face when the end of the world finally happened.  
 
      
 
    “Fine,” he mumbled disgruntledly, “we’ll go and look. But that doesn’t mean we’re getting a boat. We’re just looking. Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t help but smile. Going toward Lake Michigan, to him, felt like going one step closer to his son. Cutting across the water would save them so much time and that was all Len was really concerned about. Besides, he’d found Jen and Freddie on the water and that could only be described as a good experience. He was confident this was the right decision.  
 
      
 
    Changing their path, the two men started circling around to the water’s edge. Although Len had chosen the direction, he still let Harrison lead the way, the older man somehow knowing the perfect route for wherever they wanted to travel.  
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t deny his internal compass was already spinning wildly. They weren’t even completely out of Chicago yet and still his surroundings looked vastly unfamiliar to him. It was a big city after all, and now that James lived far away Len didn’t really have much reason to go exploring on the weekends. He drove to work five days a week, drove home five days a week, and when he finally had a day off he was more than happy to spend it relaxing at the local bar or just with his feet up on the couch.  
 
      
 
    He could tell that he and Harrison were cutting through one of Chicago’s scattered parks—probably one of the larger ones for that matter—but he couldn’t even begin to remember what it was called. A sobering thought came over Len that by the next time he returned to Chicago, it could be even more different than it was now.  
 
      
 
    Beyond somehow finding James and Amy, Len hadn’t given much thought at all to what they would do. He desperately hoped that South Haven was in a better state than Chicago and his ex-wife and son would simply be sitting in their front room, watching television reports on what had happened to his city. The realist in him told Len to stop being naïve, but the optimist couldn’t help but hope. He pictured himself walking into Amy’s house, a cup of coffee waiting for him on the counter while he shared a loving embrace with his son.  
 
      
 
    How Amy would receive him was another question to which Len hadn’t given much thought. For once in his life he was acting almost entirely on gut instinct, a vast change from the timid, over-thinking businessman he was a week ago. But the fact was that Amy was still his ex-wife. They weren’t exactly on the best of terms, the majority of their relationship now just for the benefit of their son.  
 
      
 
    Chicago crumbling to ruins around him had changed Len’s opinion of his marriage somewhat. It had made him realize who the people were that he cared most about and Amy was definitely still in the top two.  
 
      
 
    Thinking about their divorce, Len could finally accept and shoulder the vast majority of the blame. He’d been the one working late every night, chasing that promotion that never came to pass. He’d missed countless family dinners, school gatherings, and even forgotten about an anniversary dinner once. Not to mention what his attitude was like when he did finally get home at night. When he put some real thought into it, he was surprised Amy hadn’t left him sooner.  
 
      
 
    It was funny now, how after all that Len realized that his job meant very little to him. He wasn’t the slightest bit concerned about the state of his office building, how most of his co-workers were, or the big presentation he was supposed to give that week. All that mattered was his family and he knew he was a fool for not realizing it when he still had a chance to keep them.  
 
      
 
    All of that would change now, he vowed to himself. Amy might not love him anymore but he could still prove that he was a good father, that he could be a real family man. And if he could do that, who knows, maybe he could change Amy’s opinion of him after all. Maybe he could return to the man she fell in love with.  
 
      
 
    Stumbling through overgrown grass Len nodded to himself and repeated his vow. Everything was going to change, if only he could first find a way to reunite with them.  
 
      
 
    “Can’t be that much farther now, can it?” Len asked Harrison, his voice sounding loud in the silence despite it being little more than a whisper.  
 
      
 
    “Just under an hour I’d guess,” Harrison replied, wiping sweat from his brow with the palm of his hand.  
 
      
 
    The heat was still maddeningly uncomfortable although it was definitely not as hot as it had been at first. It was impossible to walk without breaking a sweat, but Harrison could see he was faring better than Len, his years spent in the bunker exposing him to extreme heat in the summer and extreme cold in the winter. His companion was absolutely dripping with perspiration, although he did walk with a smile on his face after their change in direction.  
 
      
 
    Harrison, on the other hand, wasn’t happy about moving toward the lake. It made him feel uncomfortable and his senses were more alive than ever, his head turning at every small sound and unfamiliar movement. The short conversation he’d shared with Len about Nina earlier made him feel on edge as well. Harrison didn’t like people knowing his private affairs, but bothering him more than that was how his last moments with his daughter kept playing over and over in his head.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Dad,” Nina pleaded, “please sleep in the house tonight. I don’t like being in here alone.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison avoided making eye contact with his daughter. He could see how upset she was, but he couldn’t bring himself to go back up to his bedroom. Sophia had been dead a week and he had slept in his bunker every night since then. After so many years with his wife, Harrison just couldn’t face the thought of being in his bed without her.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t, Nina,” his voice instantly gave away how ashamed Harrison was of himself. “I just can’t be in there. It reminds me too much of your mother.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think things aren’t the same for me?” Nina’s voice started to rise as she spoke to her father, her jaw slightly clenched in an attempt to stop the tears falling from her eyes. “Everywhere I look I see Mom. I see her as she used to be and then I see her dying as well. This whole house is filled with her. You can’t expect me to just sit in here alone!”  
 
      
 
    Harrison inhaled sharply. His daughter’s words described exactly how he felt, exactly what he saw everywhere he looked. Sophia was in every room. Her smell was on the couch cushions, her lingering touch on the dining room table and chairs. The bathroom was filled with her medicines, the counter covered in them thanks to the years of treatment she’d had to receive. Harrison had known the end was near when the hospital suggested she go home to be somewhere familiar and comfortable in her final days. A part of him wished she hadn’t though; it just made moving on so much harder.  
 
      
 
    “Nina,” he started, trying his best to not make his daughter feel any worse. “You don’t under—” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Nina shouted, cutting Harrison off mid-sentence. “Don’t you dare say I don’t understand, Dad. Don’t you dare say that.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have any idea how hard this is for me?” Harrison’s voice suddenly started to rise out of his control; he couldn’t stop the emotions from bubbling over inside of him. “Every time I look at you I see her, Nina. Every time I look at you I see your mother. She’s not just in this house, she’s in you as well. You look exactly like she did when we first met and now,” Harrison paused, his bottom lip quivering, “now that she’s gone I just can’t…I can’t…” 
 
      
 
    “Look at me?” 
 
      
 
    Nina’s voice was a whisper, her eyes pleading with her father’s. Harrison avoided her gaze, ashamed of himself for what he was telling his daughter, what he was implying to her. He loved Nina so much, but the pain of his wife’s death was still too raw for Harrison to deal with. He couldn’t explain how he felt, but it was eating him up inside.  
 
      
 
    “Dad?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Nina,” Harrison shook his head and turned away from his daughter. “I’m going down to the bunker.” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t live like this forever, you know!” Nina shouted at the back of her father’s head, her words piercing the air through the tears that fell freely down her face. “One day you’ll be down in that bunker and you’ll realize you have nothing left! Mom’s gone. She’s dead. It hurts. But we have to move past this. We have to be there for each other. Please Dad, I can’t deal with this alone.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison froze, one foot slightly off the floor in front of him. The words he knew he should say to his daughter were on the tip of his tongue, lingering just out of his reach. He knew what he had to do to be a good father, but as his foot touched the wooden floor he just couldn’t bring himself to turn around. He was a failure, a weak representation of what a father should be. And he simply couldn’t look at his daughter.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry,” he whispered under his breath as Harrison pulled open the backdoor and walked out into the garden towards his bunker. Nina’s shouts permeated the wall behind him, making him cringe with every word he heard her speak. He deserved each and every thing she was saying and yet none of them were powerful enough to make Harrison turn back. Climbing down the steps into his bunker, he finally let his tears begin to fall.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With very little else to focus his mind on, the last conversation he and Nina shared echoed through Harrison’s head. He wished he had acted differently. He wished he hadn’t been such a coward and had done what he was supposed to do. Wrap his arms around his daughter and tell her everything was going to be okay, tell her they were going to get through it, no matter how hard each day was.  
 
      
 
    Harrison still remembered finding the house completely empty two days later, when he had finally emerged from his bunker. Nina’s bags were packed, her closet stripped bare and her photographs peeled from the walls. Pictures of Sophia had been taken from the walls too, the wallpaper faded in color around where they used to hang.  
 
      
 
    Nina hadn’t left any indication of where she was going, no message, no note, nothing. Harrison didn’t blame her, knowing he had acted terribly towards her in that whole week after his wife’s death. Still he waited. Waited to see if she would come back. Weeks passed, then a month, six months. Nearly a whole year. And still, Harrison heard nothing from his daughter.  
 
      
 
    Then, on the anniversary of Sophia’s death, Harrison discovered some flowers had been delivered to the house. No sender’s address or indication of where they had come from, nothing but a small note with the words For Mom scribbled on it.  
 
      
 
    That was the moment Harrison knew his daughter was never coming back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Get down!”  
 
      
 
    Len practically flung himself to the ground as he hissed the words at Harrison, taking cover behind an overturned delivery truck. Harrison startled at Len’s words but followed suit, the prepper knowing it was best to heed every warning in their situation even if he didn’t understand what was happening.  
 
      
 
    Len, on the other hand, was on full alert. His fingers trembled as he reached for the 9mm Beretta pistol in the holster at his waist, having only a couple hours of firearms training under his belt. He couldn’t tear his eyes off the group of people gathered around what Harrison had told him earlier was Hammond Dock, nestled right on the border between Illinois and Indiana. There were plenty of boats there, plenty of gas cans full of fuel too by the looks of things, but also present was one key hurdle that stood in their way.  
 
      
 
    Every person wandering around the dock sported a closely shaven head. Every one of them reminded Len of the attack he’d encountered deeper in the city, beaten mercilessly because he couldn’t hand over his wallet. He was almost positive the people who had attacked him belonged to this same group; there were too many similarities for it to be a coincidence.  
 
      
 
    “These guys, or ones like them, attacked me in the city,” Len whispered to Harrison, as the older man also closely observed the faction in front of them. “They beat me up because I didn’t have anything they could steal. They’re armed and more than dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison didn’t say anything, but was carefully watching the people on the dock. Beyond them all having the same non-existent hairstyle, it was clear they were all part of the same group. They didn’t dress the same, but they all seemed to be following the orders of two individuals. There was an obvious hierarchy, which looked to have been developed long before the mass ejection that had brought Chicago to its knees. Harrison shook his head, knowing that from even those tiny pieces of information it was clear this group was well organized and probably—as Len said—dangerous.  
 
      
 
    “What’s your plan then?” Harrison skeptically asked Len, testing how his companion would react in the face of danger. “You wanted to come to the lake; still think we should try and steal a boat?” 
 
      
 
    Len bit his bottom lip, a nervous tick that was becoming more and more frequent as his journey continued. He could tell Harrison was throwing his idea back in his face. He was the one who had demanded they change course and travel towards Lake Michigan. He was the one who had persuaded Harrison it would save them valuable time.  
 
      
 
    But how could he have expected to find trouble waiting by the water? Len was sure the people who had attacked him had just been a rogue group he’d bumped into in the middle of the city; nothing about how they’d acted had made him think they belonged to a larger faction. He couldn’t deny it now, though, when the evidence of it was walking around in front of his eyes.  
 
      
 
    A strange sensation crept over Len as he watched the group going about their business—checking fuel gauges on boats or rifling through boxes of supplies. He realized that he wasn’t afraid of them like he should be; he wasn’t overcome by the feeling of cowardice that had grown so familiar to him over the years. Instead Len was angry. He was angry that this group had managed to get ahead in Chicago when their actions were nothing but cruel and selfish. He was angry that they seemed to have everything, while he was left with little more than just his desire to see his son. For once in his life Len looked at the group of people and knew he was better than they were, knew he deserved more than they had and yet, he also knew there was nothing that he was going to do about it.  
 
      
 
    “We can’t,” Len shook his head in disappointment. “There’s too many of them, and they wouldn’t think twice about attacking us. We’ll have to leave the boats for now.”  
 
      
 
    “A wise decision,” Harrison murmured, still not taking his eyes off the shaved heads in the distance. He found it very impressive how the group had become so organized so quickly and even more so that there were still so many of them after all the deaths Chicago had seen. Harrison knew less than he liked about the current gang activity in Chicago; keeping himself hidden away in his bunker most of the time secluded him from the information. He’d heard of a couple though, one that called themselves the Disciples and another dubbed the Latin Kings. From the appearance of the group in front of him, Harrison guessed they were a faction of the latter. 
 
      
 
    He was aware that the Latin Kings were the oldest gang currently active in Chicago, formed in the 1950s as more Latinos started to move into the city. Originally they campaigned for a better quality of life; however, over the years their intentions had changed and were now less than amicable. They’d spread all over the city, with over thirty thousand members swearing allegiance to the gang. If a group like that had all teamed together in the after-effects of the mass ejection, Harrison was all too aware of how quickly they could spread.  
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’re all from Chicago?” Harrison asked thoughtfully, his curiosity intriguingly piqued by the group of people. “Or do you think some have come through Indiana?” The thought occurred to him that there might be additional factions of the Latin Kings in other cities, remembering something he’d once read that stated some gangs managed to operate cohesively across the country.  
 
      
 
    Len looked at Harrison and raised his eyebrows, the question confusing him. “What does it matter? Wherever they’ve come from, I don’t want to have another meeting with them. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Len reached over and tugged at Harrison’s arm, pulling the man away from the gap between the delivery truck’s cab and its cargo they had been spying through. Harrison shook Len off immediately, disliking being manhandled when he was only trying to gain information through observing the group. It was Len’s fault they were by the lake anyway, Harrison was entirely aware of that.  
 
      
 
    “All right,” Harrison hissed at Len, glaring at him to let him know he was unhappy with how their journey was going so far. “Head around that way; we might as well follow the lake now.” 
 
      
 
    Len was glad to get moving and picked up his feet, pushing forward in the direction Harrison had indicated. He hadn’t made it more than fifty yards beyond the cover of the delivery truck when voices in the distance caught his attention. Spinning around, Len saw the last thing he wanted to see: four men running towards them, weapons poised in their hands.  
 
      
 
    “Take cover!”  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s response came immediately, his right hand flying for the 9mm Glock G26 pistol at his waist and methodically checking that the magazine was loaded. Len watched him in shock, amazed at how quickly Harrison had sprung into action; his weapon was still pointed at the ground, but it was clear to Len that Harrison was ready to use it.  
 
      
 
    The two of them were crouching behind a low wall, blocking off one area of the beach from the train tracks that ran deeper into the city. So far Harrison could see only four men running towards them, but they still outnumbered them two to one. Scoping out their surroundings, Harrison considered running back towards the tracks; an abandoned freight train had derailed itself slightly and was now leaning at an angle. After a second of consideration, though, Harrison knew that running back towards the tracks would leave the two of them too exposed during the run, making them easy targets to be gunned down from behind.  
 
      
 
    Their hiding place wasn’t bad. Trees shrouded their movements slightly and the pair of them had the higher ground against the four gang members. Watching the way they moved, Harrison became more assured they were part of the Latin Kings, their mannerisms familiar from news reports he’d crawled off the Internet whilst hidden in his bunker.  
 
      
 
    “We should keep moving backwards, shouldn’t we?” Len asked from beside Harrison as he noticed the lopsided train as well. He kept one hand on the handle of his pistol as he spoke, unwilling to remove it completely from the holster just yet. Unsurprisingly, a large amount of the confidence he had felt earlier when watching the group had faded, being replaced with the recognizable itch of fear.  
 
      
 
    “We’re better off here,” Harrison spoke bluntly, readjusting the straps on his backpack as he spoke so it sat in a more comfortable position as he crouched. “Get that damn bow off your back if you’re not going to use the Beretta. We need to make the most of this cover while we have it.” 
 
      
 
    Len was struck by Harrison’s candor but he did as instructed, thankful for not having to use the pistol just yet. He knew it was unlikely he was going to hit anyone, but even the thought of aiming his weapon at people made him shudder slightly.  
 
      
 
    “Watch the way they’re running,” Harrison spoke through gritted teeth, his own pistol now up and pointing at the four as they moved closer. “Wait until they’re in range,” he paused, “I’ll tell you when.”  
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t believe he was going to shoot at these people. They had beaten him up in the street yes, but did that necessarily mean they were going to do it again? Stealing a glance at Harrison, Len was suddenly struck by how real the situation was. These men were an obstacle between them and their children and he couldn’t let them stop him from seeing James again.  
 
      
 
    The confidence that Len had desperately tried to generate since the newscast in O’Riley’s bar finally started to flood through his body. He pulled an arrow from the quiver on his back and notched it to the bow. Harrison stepped out from cover in a smooth, practiced motion and fired four shots at the man who was at the front of the group approaching them. The snap of the rounds echoed loudly in their surroundings, and a howl of pain went up from the group as Harrison ducked back into cover.  
 
      
 
    The man in the lead clutched at his chest as he stumbled forward, his comrades abandoning him as they temporarily panicked, running for what cover they could find to hide from the incoming assault. Len peeked over the barricade he and Harrison were hiding behind and saw the injured man’s rifle clatter to the ground as dark red stains spread across the front of the man’s T-shirt. He fell to his knees and slumped over on his side a few seconds later, breaths coming in short, gurgling gasps. 
 
      
 
    There was a moment of silence as he lay still on the ground, then everything started moving at double speed.  
 
      
 
    The three remaining attackers all emerged from cover, their voices loud and profanity-laden as they charged forward through the mess of debris and damaged cars in front of Len and Harrison. Len was frozen, the arrow still notched on the bowstring but not pointed anywhere in the direction of the attackers.   
 
      
 
    “Get that strung up, Len!” Harrison roared as he fired off two more bullets, both pinging off the side of the delivery truck the two had hidden behind just minutes earlier.  
 
      
 
    Len quickly reacted, his body now working off an instinct he didn’t even know he had. Pulling the string of the bow taut against the arrow, Len squinted into the distance, his eyes finding one of the three shaven heads hovering by the side of an old Toyota Dodge. He exhaled slowly, just as Harrison had taught him to do in his back garden and without taking his eyes off his target let go of the string, the arrow flying forward in a graceful arc through the air.  
 
      
 
    He missed.  
 
      
 
    Len watched as the arrow soared past the man behind the Dodge and lodged itself in the ground several yards away, the wind taking it off the intended course. He cursed himself internally—how could he forget to factor in the wind?  
 
      
 
    “Get down!” Harrison yanked Len down to the ground as the sound of two bullets smashed into the wall they were hiding behind. “Stop staring at your lost arrow and string another one up, you fool. Or get the Beretta out and start firing! Do something, dammit!”  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s words were harsh, no consideration for their situation present in them at all. As Len let the sounds of gunfire wash over him, he realized he needed that. He couldn’t stand up and look out into a gunfight and expect not to get hit; shaking his head, Len knew he needed to switch on. He could literally die if he made a wrong move and that wasn’t something he planned on doing.  
 
      
 
    Positioning himself so he was crouching on one knee, Len copied Harrison’s stance to some extent, making adjustments for holding a bow compared to Harrison’s Glock. With a steady hand Len pulled another arrow from the quiver while Harrison fired off the remaining bullets in his magazine, still hunting down the three surviving shaved heads.  
 
      
 
    “Cover me!” Harrison shouted as he ducked below the wall to reload his pistol. Len knew this had to be his moment and fired his second arrow towards the men, this time remembering to adjust his angle based on the wind direction. He missed again, but Len could see he was getting closer and refused to be discouraged.  
 
      
 
    Pulling another arrow from the quiver as more bullets slammed into the wall they were crouched behind, Len drew back the bow and took aim like a natural-born shooter. He lined up with his target, adjusted for the wind and then released the string, the arrow flying true through the air and lodging itself in the shoulder of an attacker, who cried out in pain and dropped his rifle to the ground. The mixture of bewilderment and pain on the man’s face more than made up for the awkwardness of bringing a bow to a gunfight, and Len felt emboldened.  
 
      
 
    “Good shot!” Harrison’s voice came beside him, his pistol reloaded and already firing back out into the throng. Len ducked down slightly as more bullets pinged around them, his eyes widened at the fact he had actually managed to hit someone with his arrow.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Len,” Harrison spoke again in between the gunshots, “we need to finish them off before their friends wonder what’s going on and join them!” 
 
      
 
    With another arrow in his bow, Len popped his head back up from behind the wall, his eyes instantly finding the man he had hit seconds earlier. The man had snapped the shaft of the arrow while it was still in his shoulder, leaving only the pointed tip embedded in his flesh. And he was still fighting.  
 
      
 
    Len took aim again and fired another arrow towards the same man, narrowly missing as he ducked behind some cover at the last minute. To his left, Harrison continued to fire bullets with an impressive accuracy, taking out another gang member with the first two bullets from his new magazine. That made it two on two and one of the remaining gang members was already suffering an injury. Knowing they had to finish this quickly, more of the gang probably alerted by the gunfire by now, Len drew back his bow once more and fired another arrow.  
 
      
 
    He almost cheered when he saw the metal tip find a home in the man’s abdomen, below the other arrow wound Len had already inflicted. Harrison fired off another bullet beside him, tumbling the final adversary to the ground as a wash of silence overcame the small battleground.  
 
      
 
    “We need to move,” Harrison didn’t waste a second, reloading a fresh magazine into his pistol before slipping it back into his holster.  
 
      
 
    Len’s eyes were glued to the man he had shot, two arrowheads now sticking out of his body as he knelt on the ground, his hands pressing against the wounds. He wasn’t dead yet, that much Len could see, but he had given up the fight. Some of Len’s confidence started to fade as he stared at the dying man, but Harrison clapped him on the back and drew his attention away.  
 
      
 
    “Good shooting, Len,” the older man had a look of pride on his face, clearly unaffected by the three men he had just killed. “Let’s get going; the rest of their group will have definitely heard all of that.”  
 
      
 
    Len nodded absentmindedly, fastening the bow back across his shoulder next to the quiver of arrows. He was sort of dazed by what had just happened but knew Harrison was right. More of the group would be coming for them and Len didn’t want to wait around to find out how that interaction would go. Offering Harrison a meek nod, he pushed up from the ground and started jogging forward beside the older man, both of them occasionally glancing back over their shoulders just to make sure they weren’t being followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Amy squeezed her son’s hand as they walked, keeping him close beside her as the two of them slowly moved away from the town of South Haven. They hadn’t lived there long, but Amy already counted the lakeside town as her home. She used to visit it a lot when she was younger with her family and now that she’d taken up permanent residence there she felt like it was where she belonged.  
 
      
 
    It therefore deeply saddened her to be leaving it all behind. Amy highly doubted she would ever feel comfortable in her two-bedroom home, not after what had just happened there. She still couldn’t believe it. A break-in, a betrayal by someone she thought was a friend, and a murder. Thankfully she had not been the one to wield the knife herself but Amy could still see the man dropping to the floor and the life leaving his body—all she had to do was close her eyes and she was back there again.  
 
      
 
    For the sake of her son though, for James’ sake, Amy had to remain strong. They hadn’t been walking for very long at all but Amy could already tell the destruction of South Haven was worse than she’d imagined. She could taste ash and smoke on her tongue as she breathed, the clouds above her gray and dusty from the countless fires that raged throughout the small town.  
 
      
 
    She wondered how other places had been affected. Whether it was possible she’d walk up the coast and things would gradually start to return to normal. Whether it had just been a freak disaster and the television reports a gross overreaction.  
 
      
 
    That was wishful thinking and Amy knew it. She hated that she had been so late to discover the news; when she was younger she used to pride herself on being prepared for almost anything. Though at that point in her life “almost anything” had been a surprise quiz in college or a flat tire on a road trip. Being prepared for something of this scale was well beyond her comfort zone.  
 
      
 
    The tell-tale signs of a disaster surprised Amy with every turn she took. Shop windows were broken; cars were wrapped around lampposts or burning through the last of their fuel, the smell of gasoline thick in the air.  
 
      
 
    Amy and James gave each burning car they came across a wide berth, both of them all too aware of what could happen. The memory of those few seconds where Amy had lost James amongst the mass of exploding cars was even worse for her than what had happened in her house. At least James hadn’t had to experience that death, whereas on the streets he had witnessed hundreds.  
 
      
 
    On countless occasions Amy thought about asking James if he was okay, if he had anything to say about what had happened, what he had seen. Every time though, Amy stopped herself. It was too soon for even her to try and process it, let alone a boy of James’s age. Amy knew she just had to be there for him and protect him with all her strength.  
 
      
 
    “Wow Mom, look at that!”  
 
      
 
    James let go of Amy’s hand for a second, pointing to a giant plume of black smoke rising in the distance ahead of them. Amy was shocked she hadn’t noticed it, her mind wrapped up in the memories of what had already happened.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should find another way around,” Amy suggested, as the two of them grew closer to the cloud of smoke. Her eyes began to sting as the air became laced with ash and dust, distorting her view of whatever was burning.  
 
      
 
    Getting a general sense of her surroundings Amy realized they were just outside of a giant RV park, a popular spot with vacationers who came to the area during the summer. Sure enough as a gust of wind blew some of the smoke back, Amy managed to make out a couple of RVs crackling under the heat of the fire, their once comfortable living environments consumed by fire.  
 
      
 
    Amy and James stared at the flames for a second; both in awe of the giant yet somehow contained fire. It didn’t seem to be trying to spread any further, satisfied by the countless vehicles, engines of fuel and rubber tires within the park.  
 
      
 
    Amy wondered how it had started, whether the engines had overheated like the hundreds of cars on 2nd street she’d run from yesterday or if there had been another cause. She also wondered whether anyone had been trapped inside the vehicles, doomed to be burned alive as their makeshift home was turned to dust around them.  
 
      
 
    “Come on James,” she murmured after far too long, “we can’t stand and watch this forever.” 
 
      
 
    James took his mother’s hand again as they continued walking, making their way closer toward the shore of Lake Michigan in the hope that the fires wouldn’t spread that close to the water. They walked half in sand and half on sidewalk, changing their path on more than one occasion at the sight of rogue fires or overturned vehicles in the distance.  
 
      
 
    As they climbed over a small hill, Amy immediately clasped her hands over James’s eyes, trying to shield him from the horror that was laid out on the sand in front of them. It was a hideous sight and yet Amy couldn’t tear her eyes away, her mind frantically speculating over what could have caused the gruesome scene. Roughly fifty bodies were strewn across the beach and floating in the water, not a single one of them moving.  
 
      
 
    “Mom?”  
 
      
 
    James whimpered in front of her, Amy’s hands still covering his eyes to protect her son from the image in front of them. She knew he had seen countless people dying the day before, but that had been in the moment, surrounded by madness without a spare second to think. This was different. Flames blocked their other path so this was the only route Amy and James had left to take; they needed to walk through the beachside graveyard, nothing but silence and space between them and the bodies.  
 
      
 
    “James,” Amy spoke to her son while she was still covering his eyes. She didn’t know what to say to him. There was no way of preparing someone of his age for what he was about to see. “Try not to look, darling.” 
 
      
 
    As Amy removed her hands from her son’s eyes, she carefully watched his face. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms, clearing the dust from his vision. As the young boy focused on the massacre on the beach in front of him, Amy saw his eyes widen and his mouth drop open slightly. Even for someone of his age, he still understood what death was. Perhaps he didn’t understand the details of how these people had died, but he knew they were dead nonetheless.  
 
      
 
    “We need to go over the beach,” Amy whispered as she reached down for James’s hand, pulling him behind her as she began to walk towards the bodies.  
 
      
 
    Most of them were floating in the shallow water of the lake, just offshore and therefore out of reach. However there were still several bodies adorning the sand, each one of them frozen in appearance. The first body Amy found knocked the breath from her lungs, the sight of it putting only one cause of death in her mind. Electrocution. The woman’s veins were mapped out in deep, purple scars all across her body, evidence of an electric current running through her and frying her organs from the inside. Her eyes were open and staring upwards, boring into Amy’s own as she looked down at the woman.  
 
      
 
    Amy looked around her, searching for what could have caused so many people to die that way. A few splintered pieces of wood and metal floated beside the bodies in the shallow water, perhaps evidence of some sort of boat explosion. Grimacing Amy turned her head away and tried to push the thought from her mind. Less than twenty-four hours had passed since the first death she witnessed in South Haven and yet in that short space of time she must have seen over a hundred.   
 
      
 
    Moving along the beach as quickly as she could, Amy dragged her son along with her, trying her best to shield him from the bodies. It was no use though; she knew that he was looking just as much as she was, both of them unable to avoid the basic human pull of curiosity. The worst part of the whole ordeal was seeing so many young children, children who had obviously been playing in the water after their day at school.  
 
      
 
    Amy was chilled to the bone by this thought, knowing that if it had been any other day James would have probably been in the water. If she’d gotten to his school the day before and nothing had happened, they would have probably returned home for him to paddle with his surfboard in the lake, Amy watching with a good book from their patio.  
 
      
 
    It was all too real and too possible, the feeling making Amy sick as she looked upon the faces of so many dead children.  
 
      
 
    “Up here,” Amy panted as she spotted a small path up to the road she and James could climb. “Come on James, let’s get off this beach.” 
 
      
 
    They pushed forward eagerly, both Amy and James wanting to get off the beach and away from the display of bodies. Both had seen death before, but just walking along what used to be a beautiful, relaxing beach and having nowhere to look apart from into the face of dead holidaymakers was enough to make anyone’s stomach turn.  
 
      
 
    “What’s up here, Mom?” James asked as they climbed up onto the road, seeing the path fork left and continue upwards slightly.  
 
      
 
    Amy read the sign, pausing for a moment to decide what to do. “It’s a country club,” she told James. “Come on, let’s go check it out.” 
 
      
 
    The pair of them had only been walking for a few hours, but already they had put fairly decent ground between them and their home. The sun was high in the sky and despite the clouds of smoke and dust drifting around, it was still beating down with an unforgiving heat. Amy knew the country club would be a good place to rest for a while to replenish their energy and perhaps see if there was anyone left in there who could help them.  
 
      
 
    She found it strange they hadn’t bumped into anyone on their walk yet, all the windows pulled closed and the streets eerily quiet. The country club would have had many people in it yesterday morning—back when everything was normal and no one suspected the world was about to erupt into chaos—by that logic Amy expected there had to be at least someone left there.  
 
      
 
    Edging closer to the large building, the first thing Amy noticed was that it wasn’t on fire. This came as a relief to her, giving her hope of finding help within the building. Still she approached cautiously, walking around the large water fountain that adorned the entrance and stepping quietly into the lobby.  
 
      
 
    “Hello?” She called out, her voice laced with apprehension as she peered around the empty room. It didn’t look like there’d been a disaster here, though several things did appear a little out of place.  
 
      
 
    Amy called out again, her voice a little louder as she moved James further into the club. Leading him down a hallway, they passed by an open door, the words Staff Lounge scrawled across it in gold lettering. Amy could see a drinks fridge inside it and she let go of James’s hand for a second to walk inside, picking up two cans of Coke and passing one to her son.  
 
      
 
    As they continued walking, now quietly sipping from their cans, Amy started to hear the familiar echo of voices ahead of her. She paused for a moment, straining her ears in order to listen and deduce what kind of people lay ahead of her. Normally Amy was a trusting person, but after what had happened in her home she was wary of trusting anyone ever again. Still she knew she had to keep putting one foot in front of the other, especially as she still didn’t have a true destination in mind for where she was taking James. So with a deep breath Amy led her son forward, slowly pushing open the door at the end of the hallway to reveal the source of the voices within. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Relief instantly washed over Amy as she saw who was waiting inside, the breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding slowly leaving her lungs. For want of a better phrase, it was just a group of completely normal people: unsuspecting Americans keeping themselves to themselves while they waited for things to return to normal.  
 
      
 
    “Hi,” Amy said as she entered the room, a sort of lake view terrace with large bay windows that opened up onto a balcony overlooking Lake Michigan. No one in the room was facing the windows though; even the young woman smoking beside one was angled away from it. Amy didn’t blame her—she was all too aware of what they would be looking at. “Everyone all right in here?”  
 
      
 
    The seven people—three members of staff based on their uniform and four guests—all looked up at Amy as she entered, James following slightly behind with his arms wrapped around one of Amy’s thighs.  
 
      
 
    “Hello,” one of the men in the country club uniform, a pale blue polo shirt and slacks pushed himself out of his chair as he spoke, taking a few paces towards where Amy stood. “About as all right as can be expected; can we help you?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ve just come from South Haven,” Amy replied, reaching around her leg and laying a hand on James’s head. “Our house…well we had to leave. Just looking for somewhere to rest for a bit if you don’t mind?”  
 
      
 
    “Of course,” the man spoke, beckoning the two of them forward. “I’m Giles. Feel free to make yourself at home here. For as long as you need.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Amy nodded to the man, shrugging off her backpack and placing it on the carpeted floor beside the door. “I’m Amy, and this is my son, James.” 
 
      
 
    “Welcome James,” Giles smiled as they approached, stepping aside so the two of them could sit down in the circle of chairs. Once seated, Giles returned to his place and took it upon himself to introduce the rest of the people.  
 
      
 
    Amy was right in suspecting three members of staff and four guests, each offering a polite nod as Amy was introduced to them. There was an elderly couple—Charles and Deborah—who apparently visited the country club twice a year. Both sat together in an armchair, the man’s arms wrapped around his wife. The two other members of staff—Alex and Lisa—were both fairly young girls, local residents who worked as waitresses during the holiday period. Lisa offered Amy a meek wave from beside the window, her hands shaking as she withdrew another cigarette from a packet in her hand. Finally a mother and her teenage daughter—Mel and Sue—completed the group, having traveled down from Wyoming for a week by the beach.  
 
      
 
    Giles provided the summary of each individual and Amy could see how he had come to take charge of the little group. She wondered why the two waitresses had stayed in the country club rather than choosing to travel home, both of them living nearby. She didn’t ask though, knowing how sensitive such a question could be.  
 
      
 
    “So,” Amy cleared her throat, finishing off the contents of her can of Coke before she continued. “What have things been like here?” 
 
      
 
    There was a silent pause in the room before Giles started to speak, no one else wanting to take up the baton. “Fairly quiet, compared to the rest of the country as far as we can gather. Obviously we’ve all seen the news reports and the power went out some time ago, but beyond that…” he paused for a moment, “and what happened on the beach, we’ve been getting by.” 
 
      
 
    Amy gasped quietly, “On the beach,” she started, “you mean…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Giles cut in before Amy could say what she was thinking. “There were a lot of our guests down there when the boat…exploded.” 
 
      
 
    Amy could see Giles was struggling to choose his words as he confirmed Amy’s suspicions about some kind of boat accident. Describing what had happened on the beach to those tens of people wasn’t an easy task. It must be even harder for Giles, as it was clear that he knew several of the people who were electrocuted; guests within his country club.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Amy breathed, uncertain what else she could say. James was starting to fidget beside her and she didn’t want to talk about the gruesome scene with her son so close. It was bad enough he’d had to walk through it first-hand; she didn’t want to make him relive that moment.  
 
      
 
    “What about South Haven?” Giles changed the topic of conversation slightly, sensing the unease in the room as everyone thought of the dead bodies littering the beach just a few hundred meters away from where they sat. “What’s it like there?” 
 
      
 
    Amy opened her mouth to reply but realized she didn’t know where to begin. Visions of cars exploding and limbs being torn from people’s bodies filled her head. She pictured James being ripped from her grasp, chasing through the crowds in an attempt to find him again. She saw Zephyr plunging a knife into a man in her living room, herself hiding the body outside and then fleeing her own home. South Haven was a graveyard. An inferno burning through every last living thing.  
 
      
 
    “Bad,” was all Amy could think to say with a shake of her head. “I don’t think we’ll be—” 
 
      
 
    A loud crack cut Amy off mid-sentence, the sound reverberating from beneath the room where the nine of them sat.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it was nothing,” Giles replied quickly, climbing to his feet and walking towards Lisa who had jumped slightly back from the window at the noise. “A tree falling down or something; I don’t think we need to worry.” 
 
      
 
    “That didn’t sound like a tree,” the other mother in the room—Mel—finally spoke up, as she climbed from her seat to walk towards the window.  
 
      
 
    “What is it, Mom?” Her daughter called after her, although still too reluctant to move from her seat.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Giles repeated. “This is an old building, strange noises often—” 
 
      
 
    Another crack cut Giles off, this one even louder than before and followed by a strange creaking sound. Amy found herself standing now, looking around the room to try and discern where the noise was coming from. A strange lump formed in her throat, an uneasy feeling working its way around her body.  
 
      
 
    Walking over to the bay windows that opened onto the balcony, Amy looked out over the beach. James followed her, but he kept his gaze on his hands rather than the beach where countless bodies lay. Staring across the balcony Amy noticed a thin spiral of smoke creeping up into the sky, almost invisible against the gray background of the lake water.  
 
      
 
    “Something’s on fire down there,” she murmured under her breath, but still loud enough for Lisa, the waitress, to hear.  
 
      
 
    “What?” came the shrill reply of the young girl, rushing back towards the window with the packet of cigarettes still clutched in her hand. “Oh my,” she pressed her empty hand to her chest, “Giles, look at this.” 
 
      
 
    The man was at her side in a second, his eyes squinting to see the wisps of smoke in the air. Just as he reached the window another crack sounded and Amy, Lisa, and Giles watched as the corner of the balcony in front of them dropped several feet, the orange flicker of flames peeking into view.  
 
      
 
    Lisa’s scream instantly filled the room, her hands flying to her face in shock as the balcony crumbled in front of them, several other loud cracks echoing through the air.  
 
      
 
    “Everyone, quick—” 
 
      
 
    Giles started to speak, but another ear-splitting crack stole his words for the second time and Lisa’s scream reached a crescendo as one side of the room started to tilt down toward the ground.  
 
      
 
    “The supports are giving way!” Charles, the elderly man, finally joined the discussion, helping his wife up from the chair as he moved. “We need to get out of here now.” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t need to be told twice, quickly pulling James back from the corner of the room that was now sloping down at an angle. Lisa was in a state of panic, the other waitress and Giles frantically trying to drag her back from the edge of the room, away from the windows that were starting to crack with the sudden movements of the room.  
 
      
 
    A horrible sound like metal scraping against metal filled the room, even louder than the screams coming from Lisa as the most offensive crack yet shook through the room and the floor started to splinter under foot. Amy pushed James as quickly as she could, trying to force him up the sudden incline that was now in the room.  
 
      
 
    The elderly couple were shuffling towards the door, Mel and Sue already there as they waited for the others to reach them. Amy couldn’t believe what was happening as she started scrambling, losing her footing beneath her as the room started to lean even more heavily towards the beach below.  
 
      
 
    “Lisa!” 
 
      
 
    Giles’s shout came from behind her and Amy turned to see the waitress hanging out of the side of the building, her hands clasped in Giles’s as he desperately tried to pull her up. The other waitress looked stunned, but reached down to try and grab hold of her friend. Then, suddenly, another support snapped beneath the room and the whole building shook. Amy watched in horror as Alex lost her footing, her center of balance off as she moved forward in an attempt to help her friend. Instead the young waitress went plummeting over the edge, the windows shattered so suddenly. Then nothing more than an empty hole remained the side of the building.  
 
      
 
    Alex’s scream rang through the room as she fell, the sound of a body hitting the ground insulting everyone’s ears as the scream instantly stopped.  
 
      
 
    “Giles!”  
 
      
 
    Lisa was still hanging from his grip, her body now writhing in panic after watching her friend plummet to her death beneath her. Amy could see Giles was struggling to hold the young girl, that part of the room cracking and breaking apart around him, soon to give way to the ground beneath it.  
 
      
 
    “Help me!”  
 
      
 
    Lisa’s voice was desperate and frightened, her grasp on Giles’s hand slowly slipping as orange flames started to dance around her feet. The wooden flooring was splintering more with every second, the section where Giles and Lisa were trapped slowly breaking away from the rest of the room.  
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t know what to do. Her basic instincts told her to go and help Giles, but James’s hands around her waist begged her not to. The decision was made for her before Amy could begin to move forward, Lisa’s scream suddenly silenced as she lost her grip on Giles and dropped to the ground below her, joining Alex in the mess of flames.  
 
      
 
    Amy leapt forward, pushing James back towards the elderly couple and mother and daughter who had made it to the door. She had to help Giles get across to the safe part of the room; she couldn’t let herself watch him fall to his death as well.  
 
      
 
    Leaping across the cracked floorboards, several of them now sticking up at a vertical angle and revealing a view of the fire below, Amy rushed toward the man, grabbing him by the arm as he stared down at the two bodies below. She forced Giles away from the scene, both of them fighting to scramble up the varnished floor. Amy’s feet kept slipping out from beneath her, as the floor offered no traction to help her push forward.   
 
      
 
    A scraping sound came from her left as the chairs each of them had been sitting on earlier started sliding towards the gaping hole at the end of the room. Looking ahead Amy could see Mel had opened the door and was pushing her daughter through, the elderly couple just behind them.  
 
      
 
    “Go, James!” Amy shouted, watching as her son stood hovering by the open door, watching as his mother desperately tried to get back to him.  
 
      
 
    Amy knew the rest of the room would start breaking apart soon. If the supports of the building had caught fire, the flames would consume each room one by one. She had to get out of there now or she was going to be trapped in a burning building, the country club falling down around her.  
 
      
 
    “Run, James!” Amy shouted again, her son still waiting by the door despite Charles trying to pull him through with him.  
 
      
 
    Giles yelped beside Amy as he slipped, his feet giving way and his face slamming into the wooden floor below. Blood immediately started pouring from his nose as he reached for Amy, desperately trying to pull himself up. Amy strained against the man’s weight. There were just a few more feet between them and the door, though the tilt of the room was becoming more severe every second. Their safety moved further and further from reach with each passing minute. She didn’t know if Giles’s weight would end their chances of survival.   
 
      
 
    “James!” Amy screamed once more as a bang sounded below them, the floor dropping several inches where she stood. Amy could feel the heat of the fire raging below her as she desperately reached up, trying to find anything to grab onto to hoist herself back up.  
 
      
 
    The varnished wooden floor dropped again, removing James from her line of sight and Amy became filled with desperation. Panic started to flood her veins and the idea that she might not escape threatened to enter her mind. She felt corners of the now-jagged floorboards scratching at her bare skin as she tried to find some sort of leverage, anything she could use to climb out of the pit she was sinking into. More cracks started to echo around the room, screams of other people filling the air along with her own.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, Amy heard James’s scream. The frightened cry of her five-year-old boy. With a loud bang the whole country club shook and the floor beneath her completely gave way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    “Cut!”  
 
      
 
    “Dude, what the hell? We can’t just cut out here, it could be hours before they come back to the surface!” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry Andy, the screen’s cut out. I don’t think the camera was even working then.”  
 
      
 
    “What? It’s fully charged, isn’t it?” Andy Garcia, three-time award-winning underwater cinematographer swam back towards the main boat and hoisted his DMSC H20 underwater camera up onto the decking before pulling himself up alongside it. He’d already had a long day in the water, chasing the perfect camera angles and once-in-a-lifetime shots that made him so famous in the underwater filming world. For the equipment to cut out just as he was filming what he’d waited all day for was heart-breaking.  
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong with it, Brett?” Andy tugged the cap of his wetsuit down, revealing blond hair that poked out from underneath the black, rubber fabric.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure,” Brett Matthews, Andy’s closest friend and lifetime partner in cinematography, was bent over the monitors, tapping each one on the side in an attempt to get a picture. “Even the cameras under the boat have cut out; we’re not getting a feed from any of them.” 
 
      
 
    “You sure it’s the cameras then?” Andy asked, “Looks like it could be a problem with this rig.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah maybe,” Brett tapped on the side of the monitors again, “but either way you’re not getting back in the water until we’ve figured it out.” 
 
      
 
    Andy sighed and headed inside to change out of his wetsuit. He hated being kept out of the water, especially at a time like this when the whale sharks were feeding close to the surface and the sun was slowly setting over the horizon. It was a beautiful scene, the gentle giants of the sea inhaling hundreds of gallons of water with one gulp, filling their stomachs with tiny plankton before disappearing back down to the deep. Andy knew they might have to wait days until the boat was in the right place again for a feeding frenzy and he hated missing out on footage like that.  
 
      
 
    After spending most of his life at sea, Andy felt more comfortable in the water than he did on land. His wife and children didn’t like it, but he still spent eight months out of the year on his boat The Mako, tearing across the world’s oceans filming sharks, whales, dolphins, and anything else he could point his camera at.  
 
      
 
    This particular jaunt had him just off the continental shelf of the central west coast of Australia, in an area called Ningaloo Reef. It was a popular coral spawning ground so every year proved to be a great spot for the whale sharks, an abundant supply of plankton and small fish in the water. Andy, Brett, and the rest of their small team had been offshore for just over a month now, but Andy knew the sharks would be moving along soon enough, their migration patterns taking them north west through the Christmas Islands and along the coast of Singapore. It was a dangerous journey for the sharks, which Andy was aware of. Each year fewer and fewer of the gentle giants returned to Ningaloo Reef, the shark finning culture in Asia still a common and deadly trade.  
 
      
 
    He tried not to think about it too much while diving. He was happiest in the water and knew he needed to just focus on that feeling. Thinking about everything that was happening to the planet was a depressing hobby, the effects of the human population clearer every single day.  
 
      
 
    “What’s the verdict?”  
 
      
 
    As Andy emerged from inside The Mako, he could see Brett was still fiddling with the camera equipment. Pablo, one of the trainee guys they’d brought on this short voyage, was by his side, handing Brett various pieces of equipment when he asked for them.  
 
      
 
    “No luck,” Brett shook his head, “I’m going to have to reboot the whole system manually, I think. Might take a while.”  
 
      
 
    “Great,” Andy replied sarcastically, “I’ll go ask Lucas to start on some food then.” 
 
      
 
    Making his way back inside and down to his boat’s small kitchen, Andy poked his head in at the other two members of his crew. Both Cory and Bryan were fast asleep, the two of them working the nightshift on the boat while the other four slept.  
 
      
 
    Like Pablo and Lucas, Cory was a trainee they’d brought on the short trip. This was a perfect opportunity for the young boys to learn the ropes, getting comfortable with everything from filming to fixing equipment to cleaning the boat and cooking the meals, much like Lucas was now. Bryan was another experienced member of the team though, a marine biologist who often accompanied Andy on his trips to carry out research and work out a way to protect the many animals of the oceans. It was a good group and Andy knew he would be sad when they had to return to shore.  
 
      
 
    “Lucas!” Andy called out the younger boy’s name, making him jump as he looked up from the book he was reading. “How’s it going in here? Time to make a start on those salmon, I reckon.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye aye boss,” Lucas replied with a smile. “How was filming today?”  
 
      
 
    “Damn equipment is on the fritz,” Andy rolled his eyes. “Brett and Pablo are working on it now though.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, annoying,” Lucas tucked his book away on the shelf and started pulling out the salmon they’d caught earlier that day. “Let me know if they need any help; I’ll give you a shout when this is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Cheers Lucas, will do.” 
 
      
 
    Andy turned and walked out of the small kitchen with a smile. Lucas was an asset to his team. He’d be happy to have the young boy out again when he next brought The Mako out to Australia.  
 
      
 
    “Err, Andy?”  
 
      
 
    Andy stopped and turned, Lucas’s voice calling him back towards the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “The grill won’t start,” Lucas twisted the knobs in front of Andy’s eyes, demonstrating the problem he was having. “None of the power seems to be working.” 
 
      
 
    Andy crumpled his brow, reaching over and turning the knob himself to be sure. He’d had his boat for almost five years and had never encountered a problem with the power. Curious he flicked a few other switches, trying each one but to no avail.  
 
      
 
    “Weird,” he muttered under his breath, a nervous thought starting to form in his mind. “Put the fish away and join me out on deck,” he said to Lucas. “Leave the others asleep for now.” 
 
      
 
    Lucas nodded, following Andy’s orders as The Mako’s captain started making his way back to Brett and Pablo, both still tinkering away with the camera equipment.  
 
      
 
    “Anything?” Andy asked with little hope in his voice as he found the two of them still staring at the blank screens.  
 
      
 
    Brett shook his head. “Nothing, we’ll start the reboot once we’ve had something to eat though, should be fine for tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not so sure about that,” Andy replied, dragging his sentence out as he waited for Lucas to join him on deck. “Dinner’s off and so is all the power by the looks of things. I think the boat might have had a short or something.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Brett pushed himself up to his feet, an uncertain look on his face. “Surely not the whole boat; have you tried the radio?” 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” Andy shook his head. “In fact—Lucas, go and give that a try will you? It’s strange though, can’t understand what would’ve caused this. Brett, you’re the engineer here; what do you reckon?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll need to do a full systems check,” Brett ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back out of his eyes as the evening breeze rustled through it. “I can do most of it tonight, but if the lights aren’t working we can’t cover everything until morning. Don’t want to get in these waters at night without a safety net.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Andy nodded, “I just don’t understand what could’ve caused this. I’m not worried; a few extra days out here can’t hurt anyone. I just want to make sure this old girl’s okay.”  
 
      
 
    Andy patted the side of his boat as he spoke, looking out to sea as he contemplated what the source of the problem could be. It was probably just a minor water leak in the engine room; something simple could cause a big problem when you’re out at sea. He’d dealt with similar issues before though, a lifetime of traveling the world’s oceans making him prepared for almost anything.  
 
      
 
    “Andy,” Lucas returned to the deck, a worried look on his face. “I checked the radio,” he paused, “it’s not working.”  
 
      
 
    “What the—” 
 
      
 
    “And it gets worse,” Lucas cut him off, “the engines won’t start either. Tried them a couple of times—nothing. They won’t even turn over.”  
 
      
 
    “What about the navigation system?” Brett cut in, the reality of the situation sinking into him faster than it was getting to Andy. “And the anchor, can we get that up if we need to?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Lucas shook his head. “Nothing electronic is working on this boat right now. We’re stuck here. We’re stranded.” 
 
      
 
    An eerie silence fell over the deck of the boat as the four crew members let Lucas’s words sink in. Water splashed up against the hull as the world around them faded into a dim light, the sun finally moving down below the horizon. Pretty soon the waters around them would be pitch black, and without any lights on the boat Andy knew that was a dangerous situation to be in, even in waters as familiar as where he was now.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s get this stuff inside,” Andy spoke eventually pointing to the equipment. “Pablo, go and wake up Bryan and Cory will you? Let’s get everyone’s heads together to see where we’re at.”  
 
      
 
    Pablo dutifully obliged while Andy, Brett and Lucas started hoisting the camera equipment and the millions of dollars’ worth of waterproof housing inside the boat. The light was already fading fast and Andy didn’t want anything left outside and forgotten about in the darkness.  
 
      
 
    “Try and find us something to eat,” Brett spoke softly to Lucas once the recording kit was all fastened away. “There must be something on this boat that doesn’t require an electric stove.” 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” Andy smiled at Brett as Lucas left the two of them alone. “I’m not sure I like this, Brett.” 
 
      
 
    “It’ll be a freak outage or something man, don’t worry about it.” Brett clapped his oldest friend on the back as they sat down to wait for the rest of the crew to return. They’d done over a hundred expeditions together and the worst thing that had happened was one hospital trip and a missing pinkie finger. Brett wasn’t about to let a loss of power ruin this voyage.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?”  
 
      
 
    Bryan’s voice cut through the tense moment as the middle-aged scientist stumbled into the center cabin, rubbing his eyes and sitting down beside Brett. Cory and Pablo followed, sitting down on the opposite side of the table and leaving space for Lucas, who returned a few minutes later with six PB&J sandwiches clutched in his hands.  
 
      
 
    “Best I could come up with in the time frame,” Lucas shrugged as he handed a sandwich to each person and took the final seat at the table, looking towards Andy and Brett expectantly.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks Luc,” Brett smiled at him, “and sorry to wake you guys up but…” Brett paused, “we appear to have a slight problem.” Andy huffed beside Brett at his choice of words but didn’t interrupt, letting his friend continue his explanation.  
 
      
 
    “In short, the power has cut out. Engine is out, radio is out, equipment is out, all of it. Nothing much we can do for now but obviously everyone needs to be careful. I don’t want anyone going out on deck while we haven’t got any lights and I don’t want anyone messing about in the engine room either, okay? Cory, seeing as you’re well-rested I’m going to bring you down with me, but other than that I need everyone to stay out of our way. Talk to one another, discuss your research, just stay out of trouble and by morning I’m sure all of this panic will be for nothing, all right boys?” 
 
      
 
    The three trainees all nodded on their side of the table, a slight bit of worry present on each of their faces. Andy didn’t say anything; neither did Bryan, though he could see the marine biologist raise an eyebrow at Brett’s words. Andy would speak to him alone later; the old scientist might have some bright ideas.  
 
      
 
    “Right then,” Brett continued, clapping his hands together once at the silence that met his little speech. “Cory, why don’t you grab the toolkit and find a couple flashlights, we’ll definitely be needing them down there. Pablo, Lucas, I suggest you boys head to bed. Not much you can do out here I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    Again no one said anything, though each of the three younger boys moved off in the direction Brett had sent them, Cory grabbing the toolkit and then heading towards the engine room to wait for Brett to join him.  
 
      
 
    “Try and relax a bit,” Brett said to Andy with a smile as he turned to follow Cory. “How many years have you been out at sea, Andy? Really, what’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “What now?” 
 
      
 
    Len was doing his best to stop panting, the adrenaline slowly fading from his body as he and Harrison caught their breath behind a large tree trunk. He was really trying to regain some sort of composure, the image of the people falling to the ground—dead—in front of his eyes was ingrained in his head.  
 
      
 
    It was a strange feeling to have witnessed so much death recently. Before the collapse of Chicago, Len had never seen a dead body; even when his father passed away they had opted for a closed casket, Len never laying eyes on his father’s body.  But now all that had changed. Len had not only witnessed hundreds of corpses in the city of Chicago, but he had killed someone too. With the release of that arrow Len’s life had changed in a way he never could have imagined.  
 
      
 
    “The only thing we can do,” Harrison shrugged in response to Len’s question. The older man had already regained his composure and was looking back, his eyes wide and alert for more shaved heads. “We keep running. We need to move this way anyway, might as well do it at a bit of a jog.” 
 
      
 
    Len took in another deep breath, forcing himself to stand upright and face his companion. He knew they had to keep moving; if anything their situation had just become more dangerous and he didn’t want to run into the faction of shaved heads again. 
 
      
 
    “All right,” he readjusted the bow and quiver of arrows against his back, “let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    The two men set off at a brisk pace, both pairs of eyes constantly scanning the surroundings. Harrison was impressed by how Len had coped during their shootout; he had barely expected him to be able to fire the bow, let alone actually at another human being. Harrison could remember the first time he killed someone and knew it was a memory that would stick with Len for the rest of his life.  
 
      
 
    Harrison had barely turned seventeen when he first took a life. Over thirty years had passed since that day and yet he still remembered it like it was yesterday. How glad he was that his life hadn’t continued down that same route…. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come on Harry, hit him.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, smack him Harry!”  
 
      
 
    Harrison danced around in the middle of the circle, the group of boys around him pushing him closer and closer to his adversary. This was their third fight in a month and Harrison had finally had enough. Everyone knew that he and Sophia were an item now. They’d been dating for over a month and all the other boys had finally taken the hint. All except one.  
 
      
 
    Alex Santos continued to push every one of Harrison’s buttons. He’d flirt with Sophia in the hallway, drag her away to dance at parties, and even turn up at her house. It was clear he wanted Sophia for himself, but Harrison wasn’t going to let that happen. She’d chosen him and now he was going to fight for her.  
 
      
 
    Harrison was roughly the same size as Alex. They both played varsity lacrosse and they both knew their way around the local gym. Alex maybe had a couple of pounds on Harrison, but Harrison knew he was quicker. He’d proved that on the field several times and that was how he managed to win his last fight with Alex, dodging out of his reach until Alex tired. That had made it one apiece; this was the deciding round.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Santos,” Harrison sneered, “afraid I’m going to knock you out like last time?” 
 
      
 
    “I still won the first one, Harry,” Alex spat on the floor between them. “You’re just lucky Sophia isn’t here to watch you lose again.” 
 
      
 
    Even the mention of Sophia’s name ignited a fresh bout of rage in Harrison, his muscles twitching as he curled his hands into fists. “Oh, she’ll be here,” Harrison replied. “We’ve got a romantic evening planned together once this is over and done with.”  
 
      
 
    Alex scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Romantic? Come on Harry, half the guys in our class have had her, there’s nothing romantic about that.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s teeth ground together at Alex’s words, unable to hold back his anger any longer. In a split second he rushed forward, his right fist swinging in a wide arc and catching Alex on the temple, forcing him to stagger backwards in surprise. As soon as the first punch was thrown the rest of the boys in the surrounding circle stepped back slightly, each one of them cheering for one of the fighters.  
 
      
 
    Alex Santos rolled his shoulders back and pressed his palm to his temple. “That’s the only free hit you’re getting.” 
 
      
 
    “Bring it on,” Harrison grinned and enticed the boy forward, his eyes carefully watching for a sudden burst of speed or movement. He’d been in plenty of fights before, his short temper and possessive nature often getting him in trouble. But Harrison wasn’t afraid of getting hurt, no matter who he squared up against; he wasn’t the type of person to back down.  
 
      
 
    Alex’s fists came screaming towards his face, forcing Harrison to go on the defensive as he brought his own fists up to block the punches, shuffling backwards slightly and trying to maintain his balance. Alex was strong, there was no doubt about that, and Harrison struggled to keep the boy from overpowering him.  
 
      
 
    In a rapid motion he spun around on his heel, dragging his left leg behind him and hooking his foot around Alex’s ankles. The boy stumbled, but somehow stopped himself from falling to the floor.  
 
      
 
    “Going to play dirty are you?” Alex huffed as he moved slightly away from Harrison, giving both of them a second to catch their breath. “I guess your new girlfriend taught you that.”  
 
      
 
    Blood rushed to Harrison’s cheeks at the mention of Sophia. It was true they hadn’t been together that long, but Harrison was already completely and utterly infatuated with the girl. He wouldn’t let anyone say a mean word about her and even though he knew Alex was only doing it to wind him up, he couldn’t stop the anger that was leaking out from his body.  
 
      
 
    Rushing forward again, Harrison let his fists do the talking for him. He somehow managed to grab Alex by the collar of his shirt, landing several brutal punches before the boy wriggled free. Blood was pouring from Alex’s nose now, his breathing coming thick and fast against the cheering and jeering of the crowd. The circle had widened even more, giving both boys more space.  
 
      
 
    Alex went on the offensive next, trapping Harrison in a headlock and squeezing his neck while jabbing a fist at his ribs. Harrison flung his head backwards, making a solid connection with Alex’s nose that culminated in a cracking sound as the boy let out a cry and released Harrison’s neck.  
 
      
 
    Half holding onto his nose, Alex squared up to Harrison again, spitting blood on the floor by his feet. More profanities left his mouth about Sophia, each one crueler and more unjustified than the last. Some of the boys in the crowd cheered Alex on, only encouraging him to keep talking. The words slowly started to blur together in Harrison’s head and his ears started ringing—a culmination of the punches he’d received, the roar of the crowd, and the words Alex Santos was saying.  
 
      
 
    Then Harrison saw red. He lurched forward, taking Alex by surprise once more and this time managing to knock the boy to the floor. Immediately Harrison climbed on top of him, slamming his fists again and again into the boy’s head. Blood stained his knuckles and splashed onto his shirt, but still Harrison didn’t stop. He couldn’t get Alex’s words out of his ears or the picture of Sophia’s face out of his mind. So he just kept punching, bringing one fist down after the other, until a metal glint caught his eye. Someone had brought a weapon to the party and in a moment of uncontrollable rage Harrison reached forward to use it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Look!”  
 
      
 
    Len’s voice snapped Harrison from his memories, his eyes slightly glazed over as he remembered that one fateful day from his youth. A day that had changed him forever. Slowing to a stop and shaking his head slightly Harrison focused on Len, following his outstretched arm as it pointed off into the distance. There, about five hundred meters away was an unattended powerboat, bobbing lazily against the shore of Lake Michigan.  
 
      
 
    “There’s no one around,” Len continued as Harrison started to scan their surroundings. “We should try and take it.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison paused for a moment, trying to work out how much ground they had covered and how far away from the group with shaven heads they were now. He found it very unlikely that they would set up a base a little way further down the lake and simply leave this boat unattended only an hour’s walk away. It seemed suspicious to him, but as he confirmed Len’s statement Harrison realized it would be too good of an opportunity for them to pass up.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he spoke slowly, his eyes still searching the shoreline for any other signs of life. “But we need to move quickly. They might still be following us.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes!” Len cheered quietly and clenched his hand into a celebratory fist. Looking at the man, Harrison could see the jog they’d been moving at was hard for him to maintain. His breathable shirt was drenched in sweat and his cheeks were red from exertion. Being able to sit back in a boat would definitely be a welcome relief for him.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Harrison started moving forward, “you keep watch that way”—he pointed in the direction they’d just been moving—“and shout if you see anything.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded and focused his gaze. The sight of a powerboat overjoyed him, knowing it would cut their journey almost in half providing it had enough fuel. He didn’t want to think about the prospect of the gasoline being drained or used up, something was telling Len to be positive and he wouldn’t let his mind entertain the thought of failure.  
 
      
 
    As they’d run away from their attackers, Len hadn’t spoken much with Harrison. The prepper seemed to be deep in thought and to an extent, Len was too. He thought a lot about the man he killed, about his arrows curving through the air and landing in his chest. Len had imagined he would feel terrible guilt at what he had done and was surprised when what he felt was almost the complete opposite.  
 
      
 
    He wasn’t proud of killing someone, but he was proud that he had stepped up to the plate. That he’d done what he needed to do to survive and to get him one move closer to his son. There had already been so many things that Len couldn’t have imagined himself doing before the collapse that he’d somehow got through. This was just another one of those things. If his options were kill or be killed, Len knew what had to be done.  
 
      
 
    Reaching the powerboat, Len nodded to Harrison as he climbed aboard and started checking for fuel and a working engine. Len now moved his focus up and down the shore, watching in both directions as he prayed Harrison could get the boat started. Len knew nothing about boats, so this was yet another scenario where he was forced to just wait and rely on Harrison.  
 
      
 
    “Uh oh.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Len spun around to look at Harrison, the man’s words not filling him with much confidence. “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “There is fuel,” Harrison replied, “but not nearly enough to get us where we want to be.”  
 
      
 
    Len swore under his breath, frustrated at how his luck kept turning out. “Well how much is there? Where will it get us?” 
 
      
 
    “Depends on the wind,” Harrison mused for a second, “and the current. But if we’re lucky we could—” 
 
      
 
    Shouts in the distance cut Harrison off and both men turned to look down the shore. Neither could believe their eyes when a large group of gang members appeared, each one of them carrying a weapon.  
 
      
 
    “They’re still following us?” Len yelped at the sight of the men, roughly twenty of them giving chase and now sprinting towards the boat where the two of them waited out in the open.  
 
      
 
    “Get in,” Harrison said immediately, reaching down and unfastening the rope that held the powerboat in place. “We need to go.” 
 
      
 
    Len obediently did as he was told, unfastening his backpack and laying it in the rear of the powerboat. The small relief he felt from the lack of weight did little to calm his nerves as the group started to move ever closer to their boat.  
 
      
 
    “Better get that bow ready!” Harrison called to Len from beside the engine, the older man twisting knobs and pressing buttons in order to get the boat started. “They’ll be in range soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    Len grit his teeth and exhaled loudly. It was time to fight again and finally he wasn’t afraid of doing so. As the first bullet from the attackers pinged off the side of the powerboat, Len was ready. He strung the bow and fired arrows in quick succession, never pausing when one of them found a home in the flesh of a shaved head. He worked quickly and efficiently and as the boat finally roared to life and started to pull away from the shore, Len sat back on his heels and smiled. They had made it. Slowly but surely, they were going to reach his son. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Amy’s head was pounding, her eyes fuzzy and unfocused as she peered around her. The air was full of dust, smoke and debris, forming clouds of gray in her vision that she struggled to see through. Lifting a hand to her head Amy felt the warmth of blood running down her face. The cut she’d suffered only a day earlier as she ran towards James’ school had re-opened, crimson liquid gushing out from her forehead.  
 
      
 
    James! Panic swelled within her. Amy took a sharp intake of breath as she realized she couldn’t see her son anywhere. The room they had stood in had completely given way, the contents of it now lying in a heap on the ground below. The air was not only thick with dirt but also hot and sticky. A fire had caused the country club to fall apart and Amy knew that same fire would be itching to consume the remains. She had to get out of the wreckage. She had to find her son.  
 
      
 
    Her throat protested as Amy cried out James’s name, thousands of dust particles scratching at her voice box and making her voice crack and break. It was almost impossible to move around the splintered beams of wood, the fallen furniture, and every other piece of broken rubble. Already Amy couldn’t make out what was what; the fall or the fire had destroyed everything.  
 
      
 
    Still she pushed her way through the debris, calling her son’s name and then waiting in silence to listen for any reply. Amy was relieved to not feel any other injuries other than her head, her limbs somehow avoiding injury during the fall. Her head was throbbing though. A painful ache that beat in time with her heart—fast and frantic.  
 
      
 
    Pushing aside splintered floorboards Amy heard the unmistakable sound of fire crackling behind her. She had completely lost her sense of direction, blinded by a hazy mix of dust and smoke and with no way of knowing how to escape the ruined building. The fire was now creeping along behind her, demolishing what could have been a possible escape route. There would have to be another way. Amy had witnessed so much already, she wasn’t going to let a country club defeat her.  
 
      
 
    With James’s name on her lips, Amy continued to force her way through the rubble, every piece she moved causing more dust to swirl up in the air and obscure her vision. Everything looked the same. Everything was gray and dirty, the walls crumbled and reduced to old brick and mortar, an old-fashioned build that had probably allowed the foundations to deteriorate so easily, but may have been what was keeping the fire from overtaking her.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly a flash of color caught Amy’s eye. A glint of blue in the sea of mundane darkness. James had been wearing a blue T-shirt and in an instant Amy was tearing her way towards the color, shouting her son’s name into the distance. Her heart hammered in her chest, causing the thump of her headache to increase as adrenaline began to work its way through her veins, pushing her forward toward her son.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s heart sank as she reached the swash of blue, her eyes landing on the corpse in front of her, tears immediately pricking her eyes. Deborah’s body was motionless, not a shred of life remaining in the old woman as her blue shawl fluttered gracefully around her neck. Amy could see where her head had smashed against a brass grandfather clock that lay behind her, her neck still slightly upright against the giant structure. Deborah would’ve died instantly, a tiny saving grace.  
 
      
 
    Amy reached down and tugged at the pale blue shawl around the old woman’s neck, pulling it up slightly so it covered her face. She didn’t want to stare into the woman’s dead eyes any longer, the knowledge that minutes ago she had stood beside Amy’s son too real to ignore.  
 
      
 
    That meant James should be nearby. He had stood frozen beside Deborah and Charles as the room started to collapse. Charles had, in fact, been between her son and his wife. James had to be nearby.  
 
      
 
    With bile threatening to rise in her throat Amy continued pushing forward, trying to move herself in the direction she thought her son would be. She couldn’t believe how close the old couple had been to safety and yet they stopped to try and help save her son.  
 
      
 
    Amy thought of Giles and where he would’ve landed. She had turned back to save him upstairs, to try and help him move to safety. She hadn’t noticed him when Amy came to minutes earlier, her mind only focusing on her son. But now that she had seen Deborah, Amy hoped that Giles was okay. He had definitely seemed the most resilient out of all the people upstairs.   
 
      
 
    This time she knew she wouldn’t turn back for him. As the temperature around her continued to gradually increase, Amy could tell she was running out of time. Pretty soon the fire was going to completely consume the fallen building—Amy didn’t even know how bad the collapse had been. Was it just the room they’d been in that gave way, or had the entire country club given way around them? With a fire burning viciously just outside of Amy’s vision, she knew it wouldn’t be long before the whole building was taken.  
 
      
 
    “James!”  
 
      
 
    Amy cried out her son’s name once more, her voice laced with desperation and panic. How much longer would she be able to stay and search before she would become trapped herself? Would she escape before that happened, or remain in the rubble in an attempt to find her son? She didn’t want to know the answer; she didn’t want the decision to come to that.  
 
      
 
    With blood and now tears marking their way through the dirt on her face, Amy continued to push objects aside, tearing a path through the destruction ahead of her. When another flash of blue broke through the gray in her vision, Amy didn’t let herself be too hopeful. She increased her pace, charging towards the color with a single word on her lips as she finally saw who was lying amongst the rubble.  
 
      
 
    “James,” Amy sighed as she sank to her knees beside her son, loud sobs shaking her body as she looked down at his small form. His eyes were closed and Amy slowly lowered her head to his chest, listening for the sound of her boy’s heartbeat. More tears fell as Amy noticed the signs of life within her son; his chest slowly moved up and down and there was a faint puff of air as he exhaled.  
 
      
 
    Her joy was impossible to contain as Amy hugged the still-unconscious form of her son, whispering a silent prayer into the top of his head. Patting him lightly on the cheek, Amy began to try and wake her son, shaking him with her other hand as she did so.  
 
      
 
    She was nervous about moving him; afraid of how badly he may have been hurt in the fall. Only when Amy fully regarded her son’s body did she realize it would take more than James waking up to get him out of the wreckage.  
 
      
 
    His arm was caught between two metal bars that had fallen down with the floor, the support beams rusted but still looking strong and durable. James’s arm had somehow found its way between the two of them, his tiny forearm now pinched between the two pieces of metal.  
 
      
 
    Amy struggled to move her body around her son, positioning herself next to his arm while he remained unconscious on the ground. She put both hands on James’s arm and forced it to bend at the elbow, giving her some space to work it out of the bars. But the metal was too strong. The pressure of the room falling down above them had crushed the bars closer together than they were supposed to be. Further down the bars Amy could see a giant pile of rock that was holding them in place, forcing the steel rods to bend in the wrong direction.  
 
      
 
    Amy couldn’t believe what was happening. She refused to let her son be trapped as the familiar sound of a blazing fire crackled just out of Amy’s line of sight. James’s body twitched in response to the sound, his eyes fluttering slightly behind the lids. Amy held her breath at the motion, reaching forward and taking her son’s cheek in her hand.  
 
      
 
    “James,” she spoke loudly to be heard above the creeping fire and the creaks and cracks of the still moving building around her. “James, wake up!” 
 
      
 
    Her son twitched again as he heard his mother’s voice, his eyes slowly opening and then closing again, before finally opening and squinting in the dark and dusty air.  
 
      
 
    “James!” More tears threatened to fall as she moved into her son’s field of vision, leaning down and planting a kiss on his forehead.  
 
      
 
    “Mom?” James spoke in a groggy voice, his head slowly lifting from the ground in an attempt to sit up. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “Stay still, darling,” Amy spoke as she placed a hand on James’s chest, holding him in place. “The building collapsed. Your arm is stuck.” 
 
      
 
    James’s eyes widened in panic as he moved his head to the side and noticed his arm stuck between the metal bars. He tugged on it slightly himself, barely managing to move it more than a fraction of an inch.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t even feel it,” he spoke quietly, Amy only just able to hear him. “Help me, Mom!” 
 
      
 
    Amy shushed her son, stroking his hair with one hand while the other remained on the top metal rod. She had no idea how she was going to get James out of his cage and she could hear the panic increasing in his voice. Doing her best to soothe him, Amy turned slightly, facing the metal with her body and attempted to force the bars apart.  
 
      
 
    It was an impossible labor. Try as she might, Amy simply wasn’t strong enough to force the metal apart, her hands growing wet with sweat and sliding off the bars before she’d even fashioned a good grip. The sound of the fire was growing louder and Amy had no idea how they were going to escape. Even with James free, she didn’t know which direction to move in, didn’t know where would be safe and where would be further into danger.  
 
      
 
    But she kept trying. There was never any doubt in Amy’s mind about what she would do. Even if the opportunity arose where she could save herself, Amy was never going to leave her son to die. She’d known even before she found James that she would stay in the wreckage forever searching for him if she had to. Now, if James were truly trapped by the metal bars, she would stay with him until the very end. No fire or fallen building was half as strong as the love she had for her son.  
 
      
 
    Unless… Amy winced as she grabbed hold of the metal bars once more, their temperature slightly increased by the creeping flames that threatened to surround them. Amy knew the fire would never be hot enough to melt the metal bars, but perhaps it could weaken them. A tiny shred of hope began to form in her mind as an idea started to take shape. Amy would try anything to save her son and this was probably the last chance she had.  
 
      
 
    Reaching around in the rubble, Amy searched for a small rock or something she could use as leverage against the metal bars. She hummed a familiar lullaby under her breath as she moved, too quietly for James to hear, but it calmed her all the same.  
 
      
 
    Slowly pieces of her plan started to come together and Amy leaned forward to touch the metal bars. One of them was definitely warmer now and James had started whimpering beside her from the heat of it against his skin. Leaning back and ripping at the T-shirt she wore, Amy tore off a long piece of fabric and folded it between James’s arm and the top bar, offering him as much protection as she could manage. Next she ripped off two more strips of fabric, leaving her top in tatters as it hung loosely from her chest. That didn’t matter though; the important thing was finding a way to free her son. The fire was so close now; if this didn’t work then neither of them would be escaping the ruin at all.  
 
      
 
    Gritting her teeth, Amy forced the piece of rock in between the metal bars, desperately trying to create a wider gap that James could pull his hand through. The heat of the metal gradually continued to rise until Amy could smell it burning through the fabric she had wrapped around her hands. She could deal with the pain, but she couldn’t stand to have James suffer the same fate.  
 
      
 
    Letting out a grunt from the effort and the increasing pain, Amy pulled harder on the metal bar, watching as James slowly started to acquire more movement in his arm. Amy nodded down at her son to encourage him to help pull himself free, his body now twisted away from the bars. James let out a scream from the heat almost at the same time as she did, but Amy kept pulling. She refused to let go until she felt both of James’s hands on her arms, begging her to let go and for them to escape. Amy’s vision started to spot as she released the bars, the smell of her charred skin wafting into her nostrils as her head started to spin. James was free, but somehow the two of them still had to escape. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Reporting for duty,” Dixon raised his arm in a salute as he stood in front of Corporal Lawson, Farley and Croft standing just behind him. “General Shepherd has cleared one of the Ospreys for launch. We’re to do a reconnoiter of the city and then report back to base.”  
 
      
 
    Corporal Lawson raised her eyebrows as she looked from Dixon to Farley and Croft behind him. “And the three of you are coming with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” Dixon nodded, “General Shepherd said to take three pilots, yourself, and three more for a team of ten.”  
 
      
 
    “Did he now?” Corporal Lawson mumbled under her breath, casting her gaze around the hangar to where several of her men were still checking the helicopters or waiting for additional orders. “Very well,” she continued slightly louder, “head over to the first bird; we’ll be wheels up in ten.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon saluted again—as did Farley and Croft—before marching toward one of the Ospreys with a grin on his face. He’d never worked with Corporal Lawson before and he got the feeling she didn’t like him and the others being a part of the team flying in the bird, but he wouldn’t let that dampen his excitement.  
 
      
 
    Standing next to the enormous helicopter, Dixon felt like he was back in the field. It had been years since he’d flown anywhere during active duty and this had to be one of the biggest events on American soil in many years. Just to be a part of it on the ground was all he’d ever dreamed of as a boy. To go up and see everything from above was even better. Any small shred of doubt or fear he’d felt when he saw the yellow cab being consumed by flames dissipated steadily, leaving him standing upright and at attention when Corporal Lawson returned a minute later, six other soldiers following closely behind her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    General Shepherd paced as he waited for the next runner to report back to him. Even though some of the emergency power was up and running again, all radio communications remained fried and General Shepherd was forced to rely on verbal updates as he sent soldiers off in every direction. He hated being so out of touch, but he knew that without a clear picture of what was happening, there was very little he could do.  
 
      
 
    The bird he’d cleared for active duty was his best hope of collecting intel from the city, but that report wouldn’t even be due for an hour. While Wilson busied himself with public and political affairs, General Shepherd felt like he was standing over an army without any orders to give.  
 
      
 
    The outdoor courtyard was filled with soldiers, each one of them waiting for a command or instruction. General Shepherd knew he would need the men eventually and so didn’t tire them with drills, but he hated seeing so many trained professionals standing about so idly. Just as he was, really.  
 
      
 
    As he saw the matte black wings of the V-22 Osprey rising into the air in the distance, General Shepherd wished he could’ve been on that bird. He saw a great deal of himself in the young Private Dixon Daniels; a key reason why he had helped the boy get a job in the White House after his discharge from active duty. The bullet Dixon had received to his kneecap had put him out of action in his prime, the soldier only a few months away from a promotion. General Shepherd had been targeted by an ambush of enemy insurgents and Dixon was the one who had pulled him into cover before returning fire. Seven insurgents lay dead before Dixon went down, buying reinforcements from a nearby base enough time to arrive and save both Shepherd and Dixon. Since then, Shepherd had kept a close eye on Dixon and he knew how much it would mean for Dixon to get back in the action.  
 
      
 
    And on some level—unbelievable as it was—he was jealous of that soldier. Dixon would be the one to see what had happened to the city first-hand. He would be able to make a judgment on whether the city needed direct aid, or if the whole situation was being grossly over exaggerated. General Shepherd would merely be waiting on the ground for the bird to land again, twiddling his thumbs with a team of soldiers without a purpose.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixon couldn’t help but gaze forward out of the pilot’s window as the Osprey climbed higher in the air, looking down at the roof of the White House and thinking of the hundreds of people within. He was securely fastened into his seat for the ascent, Farley on the right of him and a soldier he hadn’t met before on his left.  
 
      
 
    Dixon turned his head and grinned at Farley, making no attempt to hide the excitement on his face as he looked at his companion. She returned the smile, both Farley and Croft sharing the same feelings as Dixon. It was thanks to him after all that they had both been selected for the mission and both were equally as keen to see the city from above.  
 
      
 
    Corporal Lawson sat across from Dixon, the third pilot and two other soldiers on either side of her. She continued to fiddle with a radio attached to her shirt, trying to find a signal even though nothing but static rewarded her. There was a semi-permanent scowl etched on her face, a feeling Dixon couldn’t understand. He lowered his eyes as the woman looked up at him, knowing not to pry when his senior officers were involved.  
 
      
 
    Once the Osprey reached cruising altitude the co-pilot turned from the controls and offered the corporal a quick nod. She was on her feet in an instant, unstrapping her harness from the chair and instead fastening it to a cable along the roof of the Osprey, giving her free range of movement up and down the belly of the bird, but still keeping her safely strapped in in case of emergency.  
 
      
 
    Dixon itched to join her on his feet but caught her eye once more as he moved to unfasten his own harness. With a quick shake of her head Corporal Lawson resigned Dixon to his seat. Instead, the three other soldiers she’d brought on the mission joined her.  Now Dixon matched her scowl. What was the point of being up in the air if he couldn’t move around and experience the flight? From his seat he couldn’t really see the ground, as the angle of the bird had now leveled out after the initial ascent.  
 
      
 
    “How are we looking down there?” Corporal Lawson spoke to the pilot as she moved toward the cockpit, the line of her harness sliding quietly along the rope on the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    Dixon leaned forward in his seat. If he couldn’t see for himself he was at least going to listen to everything that was said. Nudging Farley in the ribs with his elbow, Dixon indicated for her to do the same and in turn she passed the message to Croft, the third in their small group sitting closest to the cockpit. Dixon needn’t have worried however; the pilot’s voice carried loudly through the military issue headset he was wearing, each one of them equipped to carry out conversations over the heavy whine of the Osprey’s engines.  
 
      
 
    “Full blown panic, Corporal. I count at least ten large fires burning between nine and three o’clock. Civilians are massing in the streets. Confirmed casualties,” the pilot paused, “potentially in the thousands. There are bodies everywhere. Too many to count.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon couldn’t help but gasp at the statement. Over a thousand people already dead? His mind immediately flew to Mary and where she might have been when everything happened. As Wilson’s daughter, he knew she would have been trained for a disaster—Dixon had even run through emergency procedures with her himself on a couple of occasions. But that still didn’t put his mind at ease.  
 
      
 
    She could’ve been in a cab like the one he saw outside of the White House, or trapped in a burning building. A lump formed in Dixon’s throat as he thought about his girlfriend and how he wished she were safely in the bunker with the president. In an instant Dixon decided he was going to do something both he and Mary had promised they wouldn’t do for several more years. He was going to tell Mr. Wilson about their relationship. He had to. If it meant there was a possibility he could find out about her whereabouts, about her safety, then it was worth it. It was a quiet vow Dixon made to himself, something he resolved to do the second the Osprey touched back down on the White House grounds.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Right, I’m doing it.”  
 
      
 
    General Shepherd pushed open the double doors that led back out to the White House courtyard, setting a brisk pace as Wilson struggled to keep up behind him.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” Wilson asked, “I can’t guarantee we’ll be back online any time soon. How will we receive updates on their progress?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s my duty,” General Shepherd replied firmly. “We can’t continue to have these runners coming in without sending some of our forces out to help. The civilians are making it worse for themselves; my men can create some semblance of order at least.”  
 
      
 
    “Do you not think it’ll just instill more panic?” 
 
      
 
    “Forgive me, Mr. Wilson,” General Shepherd finally stopped walking and spun on his heel to face President Bruce’s chief of staff. “But I am the ranking officer here. These are my men and this is the right thing to do. I won’t stand by and watch Washington crumble around me without knowing I’ve done everything in my control to stop it.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson sighed, raising his hands in front of his chest, palms out and shaking his head slightly. “I can’t stop you, General. Do what you think is right.” 
 
      
 
    “And I shall,” General Shepherd replied bluntly as he turned away from Wilson and continued striding toward a group of his soldiers, each one of them straightening up as they saw the general coming.  
 
      
 
    Wilson could only watch it happen. He had no control over what the general was going to do and knew ultimately it was useless trying to argue or reason with him. Even though they had sent a bird up in the sky no more than fifteen minutes ago for information, General Shepherd was much too impatient to wait for results. Of course, it didn’t help that all members of the military who had been on the streets when everything happened returned to the White House with reports of terror and freak explosions. All the news just got General Shepherd more riled up, and Wilson knew what that man could be like when he thought he was being useless. 
 
      
 
    Pursing his lips, Wilson started back up the steps to the White House, heading for the control room where—in extremely dim emergency lighting—several technicians and engineers were frantically trying to get the systems back online. Despite the general’s ideas, Wilson knew the easiest and quickest way to calm the public would be through a public broadcast. It was just taking a lot longer than expected to make that happen.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixon looped his hands in the thick netting behind his seat, hanging on tightly as the Osprey suddenly turned in a sharp arc to the left. Corporal Lawson and a couple of the other soldiers who were on their feet staggered sideways, one of the men crashing into the wall of the Osprey before he quickly regained his footing.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Corporal Lawson’s voice boomed through Dixon’s headset, her question clearly intended for the pilot.  
 
      
 
    “Mayday, mayday! We’ve lost an engine!”  
 
      
 
    Immediately Dixon froze. That one word had the power to send chills down any soldier’s spine and Dixon was no different. “Mayday” only had one meaning, the emergency distress signal not to be used lightly. The yellow cab flashed back into Dixon’s mind and round beads of sweat slowly began to form on his forehead.  
 
      
 
    “Status report!” Corporal Lawson shouted back into her headset as she struggled to make her way back towards the cockpit. The ride in the bird was now bumpier than Dixon had ever experienced, the whole belly of the Osprey leaning to one side from the engine failure.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going down!” The pilot’s voice rang out, a note of panic and fear present and clear. “Everyone strap in! Brace for emergency landing!” 
 
      
 
    The words were enough to get even Corporal Lawson back in her seat, her slight fingers quickly fumbling against the harness as she struggled to strap herself back down. Dixon couldn’t comprehend what was happening. He tried to lean forward again in his seat to get a better view out of the cockpit as a loud bang shook his side of the Osprey and red warning lights started flashing all around the helicopter.  
 
      
 
    “We’ve blown the other engine!” 
 
      
 
    “Prepare for crash landing!” 
 
      
 
    Dixon wrapped his hands tightly around his harness as he let the weight of what was happening slam down on him. The Osprey was going down. With both of the main engines blown there was very little chance the pilots could save them now; it would take a miracle for the bird not to break apart on impact. Dixon closed his eyes and silently prayed that the tilt-rotors on the helicopter would somehow manage to help them execute an autorotation landing. 
 
      
 
    The noise in the bird continued to a crescendo, the blaring of the emergency alarm along with the sound of thirty three thousand pounds of metal hurtling towards the city of Washington filled Dixon’s ears. Corporal Lawson continued to shout orders at the pilots as they plummeted lower in the sky, the fall seeming to take forever when it couldn’t have been happening for more than a few seconds. Dixon held his breath, closed his eyes and braced for impact, uncertain whether he would ever see daylight again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Watching their attackers slowly grow smaller and smaller on the shoreline, Len couldn’t help but smile. He knew they hadn’t made it yet, but not even Harrison could deny how much help the powerboat would be. Sinking into a seat and pulling his flask of water from the side of his rucksack, Len took a large gulp and stared out into the center of the lake. If he didn’t know better he could easily think Lake Michigan was the ocean, the water stretching for miles and miles.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t get too happy just yet.” Harrison’s voice broke through Len’s thoughts, forcing him to focus on the man behind the wheel. “There’s fuel in this boat, but we’re not making it more than an hour away from where we started. She won’t take us any great distance, I’m afraid.” 
 
      
 
    “An hour’s better than nothing,” Len retorted, refusing to be pulled down by Harrison’s mood. “And I’d definitely rather be on here than back there with that lot.”  
 
      
 
    Len threw his thumb back over his shoulder, gesturing in the direction of the gang. They had already covered enough distance to make it impossible to make out their faces, although Len could see the figures begrudgingly walking back the way they’d came. He couldn’t believe he’d encountered the same group again, nor how organized and uniform they appeared to be. There had been less than ten of them when he’d been intercepted in the city; by the dock there were at least fifty.  
 
      
 
    “Who do you think they are?” Len added as an afterthought, his voice raised over the engine of the boat and the sound of the wind whistling through the air.  
 
      
 
    “Not a group we want to meet again,” Harrison shrugged. “I’d bet my bunker that they’ve been preparing for this day.” 
 
      
 
    “What?”  
 
      
 
    “Aye, you’d be surprised,” Harrison half chuckled, slowing the boat down slightly to preserve fuel and taking a seat himself. “You surely didn’t think I was the only one in the city like me?” 
 
      
 
    “I mean,” Len stuttered. He did in fact find Harrison an anomaly. It had never occurred to him that such an event like the collapse of Chicago could happen and so he hadn’t wasted a second thinking about how to prepare for it. He was sure most people were the same as him too. Never before meeting Harrison had he even had a conversation about prepping for a disaster.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t know what you mean,” Harrison continued to chuckle, the wrinkles around the side of his eyes growing more pronounced as he smiled. “There are thousands of people out there like me, Len. And in fact, probably the vast majority of them are more like that gang than they are me. Didn’t you notice the second things started going wrong all the shops were looted? People weren’t running around helping one another, people were trying to save themselves. Trying to do anything they could to make sure they survived. Looking out for number one—it’s basic human nature.” 
 
      
 
    Len shook his head in thought. He’d seen store windows broken into but when he thought back to it, the only people he’d actually witnessed going into them were doing it for a good purpose. The two young boys just minutes after everything started happening, breaking into a store to find bandages for their bleeding mother. Then the families the day after; sure they had been looting stores, but not in an aggressive way. They were doing what they needed to do to survive. They’d helped him, not hurt him.  
 
      
 
    He opened his mouth to argue with Harrison but another thought suddenly stopped him. Perhaps he had just gotten lucky. He’d been underground when the worst of it happened so he didn’t really know what the streets of Chicago had been like. But one thing was for certain: he’d definitely met his fair share of bad people during his time living in the city. There were even several characters from his office that he could picture smashing through a store window, not bothered by who they hurt or what the consequences were. In a stark afterthought, Len realized he’d probably do it too if he had to. Everyone had their reasons, and if he needed to break something in order to save his son, he would do it. After all, he had also just killed several people mere minutes ago.  
 
      
 
    Turning away from Harrison, Len realized he couldn’t live by the same morals he’d had a week ago. If he started doubting and judging every person he came across, it would just make it all the more difficult to live with himself. To live with what he had done. 
 
      
 
    “Cheer up,” Harrison’s voice broke into Len’s thoughts again, forcing him to look up at the older man. “You do what you have to do in times like this and then when it’s over you move on and go back to how things were. That’s life. We live, we learn, and we move on.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len sighed. He didn’t particularly want to talk about it anymore and hoped Harrison would take his own advice and move on. “Where are we going in this boat? How far up the lake can we make it?” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Harrison paused and looked at the fuel gauge, his face dropping into a frown that didn’t instill much confidence in Len. “I think we’re best sticking by the shore. We’d make better time cutting straight across towards South Haven, but I really don’t think these tanks will get us there. Better staying close to land in case we need to make an emergency stop.” 
 
      
 
    “So how far?” Len asked again, trying to picture the shoreline of Lake Michigan and the cities that were dotted along it.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll aim for New Buffalo,” Harrison replied glancing forward into the distance. “In the meantime, let’s eat.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s stomach grumbled as if on demand at Harrison’s words, reminding him of the exhausting day the two men had shared. Reaching over to his backpack, Len dug through it for some of the food rations Harrison had packed, a smile drifting onto his face as his hand brushed the familiar shape of his wooden box. So long as that was still there, Len still had hope.  
 
      
 
    It was harder than Len would’ve thought, adding water to the ration packs as Harrison maneuvered the powerboat through the water. His feet became rather wet in the process, water dripping down as he missed the small opening in the bag. Handing one to Harrison—along with a spoon the man had made him pack—Len tried to lean back against the side of the boat to eat.  
 
      
 
    The food had the texture of porridge and flavor of old Bolognese sauce but Len swallowed every mouthful and even wished for more once he was finished. After years of fry ups for breakfast, greasy takeaway lunches, and home-cooked dinners, Len had built up quite a belly and any food he could find to satisfy his hunger wasn’t going to be turned away. He was just wiping the spoon on his shirt to replace in his pack when a loud clunk sounded from the rear of the boat and Harrison swore loudly under his breath.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Len asked nervously, although he could already guess what the answer would be.  
 
      
 
    “Engine trouble,” Harrison snarled, “knew there had to be something wrong with this boat.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we still have enough fuel?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Harrison replied, “but if there’s something wrong with the engine it doesn’t matter how much fuel we have. You can’t ride a dead horse.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you fix it?” Len asked hopefully, knowing he had no valuable skills to offer to the situation.  
 
      
 
    “Afraid not,” Harrison started steering the boat towards a small jetty in the distance. “If it were on dry land and I had a few days, probably. But it’s just not worth it right now.” 
 
      
 
    Len didn’t say anything in response; he couldn’t think of any words to say. Every time he thought things were getting better on his journey towards James and Amy, something came up and made things worse again. Instead he simply secured his rucksack, closing it up tightly after he’d opened it for the food and clung onto the side of the boat. The jetty Harrison gradually guided the boat toward wasn’t too far away, and pretty soon his boots would be back on the ground, slowing eating away at the miles they still had to cover.  
 
      
 
    “Jump off here,” Harrison called to Len over the sound of the engine five minutes later, his arms firmly grasping the steering wheel as he tried to hold the powerboat steady against the small wooden jetty. “I’ll throw you the rope.” 
 
      
 
    Len wobbled with the boat as he pushed himself to his feet, trying to gain his balance before leaping off the side. He made it, but only just, forced to spin his arms in circles in an attempt to stop himself falling back into the lake. Once he was stable Harrison flung the rope over the side of the boat to him, pointing to an iron rung where Len could secure the vehicle.  
 
      
 
    He moved quickly, neither of them wanting to draw any attention to their rather loud disembark from the boat. Harrison was much more skillful with his dismount onto the jetty, flinging both rucksacks, the bow, and quiver of arrows over towards Len before gracefully stepping across the small gap. Within minutes Len had the bag on his back once more and the two of them were mournfully walking away from the powerboat. Barely an hour had passed since they’d found it, Len almost rolling his eyes at how short a time they’d enjoyed the luxury of powered travel for.  
 
      
 
    “Stop where you are!” 
 
      
 
    Len’s mouth fell open as he watched six men jump onto the jetty from beneath it, their shoes and ankles wet with lake water. Each of them carried a Browning B525 shotgun, the sort of gun Len associated with hunting parties, not what he expected he’d be staring down the barrel of ten minutes after eating his lunch. Taking in more details of the men as they stood in front of him, Len noticed they were all dressed exactly the same. Military style cargo pants and black T-shirts, the fabric clinging to their bodies in the hot Michigan sun. The most frightening thing of all though—and in fact what Len noticed first—was that each of their heads were shaved almost bald and now that he was closer to them, he noticed a distinct tattoo inked onto each one of their heads. It was exactly the same fashion as the men he had just killed on the other side of the lake.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t move!” One of the tattooed men shouted again, three of them walking forward slowly. “Put your bags on the ground and throw us your weapons.” 
 
      
 
    Len didn’t know what to do. Out of the corner of his eye he glanced at Harrison and saw the man make the slightest movement towards the 9mm Glock G26 pistol fastened to his waist. Silently Len begged Harrison not to draw it. If he did, he knew they’d instantly be engaged in a shootout and Len didn’t fancy his chances half as much on this battleground.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len quickly called back before Harrison could make a move, raising his hands palm forward in front of his chest. “Don’t shoot.” 
 
      
 
    He could see the look of disdain Harrison gave him, but Len couldn’t afford to take any chances. He prayed the gang on this side of the lake didn’t know about what they’d just done. He found it impossible they could be connected, but they looked too similar for it to be a coincidence. Their clothing was the same, along with the hairstyle and covering of tattoos; they were exactly the type of people Len would’ve been frightened of before everything happened. Now that sense of fear had only been heightened. He could handle being robbed, but he wasn’t willing to risk his life when the odds were so clearly stacked against him.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, he started to remove his rucksack and the bow and arrows from his shoulders, lowering them down to the jetty by his feet.  
 
      
 
    “You too!” One of the men shouted towards Harrison while two of them edged even closer, reaching forward to snatch Len’s bag.  
 
      
 
    In an instant everything suddenly changed. Harrison leapt forward, his fist connecting with one of the criminal’s temples and knocking him to the ground unconscious. He drew his pistol as he moved, firing rapidly and taking out two more of them, evening the playing field massively in a matter of seconds. But then all hell broke loose.  
 
      
 
    Harrison dove over the side of the jetty, dropping to his knees and rolling along the ground. Len was thrown to the wooden planks of the small jetty at the same time, a heavy figure pinning him down and wrestling his own pistol from the holster at his waist.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t move or you’re dead.” 
 
      
 
    The hissed words instantly froze Len’s body, taking any shred of fight he’d been considering and tossing it to one side. His head was pushed down into the wood, the rough material scratching the side of his face and drawing blood. From where he lay, Len could just make out Harrison’s figure, running off into the distance in a zigzag motion as two men gave pursuit behind, firing their shotguns wildly after the old prepper.  
 
      
 
    The three of them disappeared around a bend and then Len heard one loud shot ring out, the sound as deafening as if it was right next to him. He didn’t see if anyone returned around the corner, the hard butt of a shotgun crashing into his skull and shrouding his world in the dark kiss of unconsciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “Mom, I’m scared.”  
 
      
 
    James wrapped his arms around his mother, clutching her tightly as Amy blinked rapidly, trying to refocus her vision through the smoke. She could barely see more than a few feet ahead of her, with no way of knowing which way to go. Holding on to her son, Amy scrambled to her feet, knowing they had to move quickly in order to escape. A wet line of sweat dripped down the groove in her back as she stood, the temperature constantly rising from the heat of the fire.  
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, James,” Amy tried to reassure her son, “come on, we need to get out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Moving off to the right where the smoke looked less thick, Amy slowly began to move around the fallen debris of the country club. She bit her lip to stop from flinching as James held her hand where the pain of moving the metal rod still tore through her body.   
 
      
 
    Having James by her side forced Amy to move more slowly than she would like. She considered picking him up and carrying him as she had through the mass of exploding cars in South Haven, but the building had fallen in such a way that she didn’t think he would fit on her back. Instead Amy helped her son as he climbed over broken furniture and splintered wood, pushing him as much as she could in order to put more distance between them and the raging fire. The flames would reach them eventually. Amy knew they desperately needed to escape.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s internal compass was spinning madly as she looked around the mess, searching for an escape. If she’d been familiar with the country club she might have had some idea of which direction to go, but instead she was just walking blindly, hoping to find a way out. The only thing guiding her was the gradually thinning smoke and so Amy followed its trail with James close by her side.  
 
      
 
    “Mom, it’s lighter over there!” 
 
      
 
    James’s voice was raspy and dry, evidence of the smoke he had inhaled. Amy was extremely concerned about her son; she wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious and what the state of his arm was like after being trapped. If anything serious had happened to him she would never forgive herself for leaving his side.  
 
      
 
    Following the direction of James’s gaze, Amy realized what he was talking about and saw a prick of sunlight in the distance. It had to be their way out, and as a fresh wave of dizziness shook Amy’s body she knew they had to get there quickly.  
 
      
 
    “Well done, James,” Amy congratulated her son as she stepped over some shattered glass. “Let’s get out of here quick.” 
 
      
 
    Amy could almost taste the fresh air as she moved ever closer to the patch of light in the distance. More and more glass started to crunch underneath her feet and Amy realized they must be near where some windows had been. She couldn’t tell if they were still technically in the same room as earlier, almost the whole building now lying in pieces as the fire continued to bring the structure to the ground.  
 
      
 
    “Go on James, get through there.” Amy pushed James forward underneath a large piece of wood that lay at an angle, creating a space Amy couldn’t fit through standing up. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    For once James didn’t need to be told twice and he crouched down into a squat to shuffle through the small gap. Dropping to her hands and knees, Amy cringed as her burnt palms scraped along the floor, crawling after her son and out to safety.  
 
      
 
    The air was noticeably clearer as Amy struggled through the gap and back to her feet, only a short distance from the end. James walked in ahead of her, their destination clear as the two of them moved as quickly as possible through the remaining debris and out into the open air. Driving James to keep walking away from the collapsed building, Amy moved them as far as she could manage before the strength completely left her legs and she was forced to sink to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Her breath came in fast gasps. Each one was rough and heavy from the smoke in her lungs. As Amy slowly rolled over and looked back at the country club she was blown away by how the structure had changed. Half of the building had collapsed, evidence of fire dotted throughout as it spread in every direction it could find. Amy couldn’t see anyone else outside of the wreckage and she wondered if anyone else had managed to survive. The elderly couple were certainly dead, but she thought of Giles, the young girls, and the mother and her daughter. If Amy had managed to find her son and get out, surely there was hope that someone else had done the same.  
 
      
 
    Almost as soon as the thought entered her head Amy heard the faint cry of a voice from inside the wreckage. She strained her ears for a moment to listen before forcing herself back to her feet. There was definitely still someone alive in the building and they were struggling to find their way out.  
 
      
 
    “James, did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    Amy looked down at her son, his small frame still sprawled out on the ground as his chest moved frantically up and down. He was too exhausted to even reply and from just a short glance at her son Amy knew she wouldn’t leave him again. Not after everything she had gone through to keep him alive. But she could still call to whoever was stuck in the rubble, guide them with her voice towards the way out.  
 
      
 
    “Stay there, James,” Amy spoke as she started to move back towards the ruins of the country club, “I’m not going far.”  
 
      
 
    Even moving a few feet away from her son made Amy anxious; she constantly looked back over her shoulder to make sure he hadn’t moved or anything had happened. He was safe now—as much as he could be in this frightening new world—and Amy was determined to keep things that way.  
 
      
 
    “Hello?”  
 
      
 
    Standing as close to the fallen building as she dared, Amy shouted into the rubble, throwing out her voice to whoever was still trapped inside. She estimated that within the hour the whole building would crumble to the ground, the fire still eating away at the old supports and tumbling different areas of the country club piece by piece.  
 
      
 
    “Help!” A woman’s voice shouted back in reply and Amy moved in the direction of it, edging slightly further away from where her son still lay. “Get me out of here!”  
 
      
 
    “Head towards my voice,” Amy called out to the woman, her voice catching as she tried to shout and causing her to cough against the remnants of smoke that were still in her lungs. “Over here.” 
 
      
 
    As she continued to call to the woman, Amy wondered who it would be. She thought of Alex and Lisa, both of whom had fallen from the window as the country club had started to collapse. Amy was almost certain neither of them would have been able to survive, but as she remembered what she had been through she knew anything could be possible. Amy wondered whether the fire had been caused by Lisa’s cigarette, a memory of the girl smoking beside the window moments before the smoke had started to rise etched into her memory. She couldn’t blame the girl entirely though, there must have been something below the window waiting to fuel the fire, a damaged generator or fuel tank or something.  
 
      
 
    All thoughts of Lisa faded quickly from Amy’s head as she saw the figure moving towards the end of the rubble, inching ever closer to the pleasant touch of safety.  
 
      
 
    “Come on!” Amy called towards the woman, the darkness and the smoke still distorting whoever it was for the time being. “You’re almost there.” 
 
      
 
    As a shaky hand grabbed onto Amy’s wrist through the rubble, Mel’s face finally came into focus. She was covered in dirt and dried blood, her clothes torn and blackened by the smoke. Tears stained her face, the broken woman almost collapsing in Amy’s arms as she finally made it out of the wreckage.  
 
      
 
    Amy hadn’t spoken to Mel when she’d first entered the room, but was aware she was visiting South Haven with her daughter. Immediately Amy gripped onto the mother tighter, the absence of her child a harrowing reality.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
      
 
    Amy spoke softly as she tried to ease Mel out of their embrace and lead her over towards where James was laying. Thankfully he hadn’t moved and Amy could see him watching her from afar. He looked okay, shaken up and undoubtedly frightened, but okay all the same.  
 
      
 
    “Susan…”  
 
      
 
    The word tumbled out of Mel’s mouth as Amy sat her down on the ground beside James, looking down at her son and offering him a smile as she sat between the two of them. Amy couldn’t imagine what the woman was thinking. It must have taken something terrible for the mother to find her way out of the wreckage without her daughter; Amy wondered what had happened.  
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Amy repeated, resting her burnt hand on the woman’s leg as she coughed and rasped in the cleaner air. “Where’s your daughter?” 
 
      
 
    In an instant Mel started crying again, her whole body quivering as she sobbed at the mention of her daughter. Amy didn’t want to ask the question again, or the more terrible one that she was thinking, so she waited and let the woman cry. She gave her as much time as she needed before she eventually started to speak. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t find her,” Mel stuttered between sobs, “I couldn’t see her anywhere. More of the building started falling down around me in the fire and I had to move. I tried to go back to find her, but everything looked the same and I—”  
 
      
 
    Mel stopped speaking and burst into a fresh wave of tears, wailing for her daughter who was still trapped in the wreckage of the building. Amy looked from the mother to the pile of burning rubble and knew it was almost impossible that anyone else was still alive in there. A lump formed in her throat as she imagined what Mel was feeling, to know that her child was almost certainly dead. Amy instinctively reached out for James’s hand at the thought, finding a shred of peace having her son sitting beside her.  
 
      
 
    For a mother losing a child had to be the worst feeling in the world. Amy loved James more than she ever thought possible. Her whole life revolved around him and the moment when she’d awakened in the wreckage without James by her side it had felt like someone had ripped a hole from her heart. James was a part of who Amy was and he brought joy to her every day, even in the smallest things. A mother carries a baby for nine months and yet even when that baby is born the burden is not put down. The connection between a mother and her child is supposed to be for life and having that taken away from you was the cruelest thing Amy could think of.  
 
      
 
    Wrapping her arms around Mel’s body, Amy hugged the woman close. It was the only thing she could think of doing to comfort her, no words powerful enough to console her as Mel wept for the loss of her daughter. The thought crossed Amy’s mind that they could go back into the wreckage and look for Susan, but as more of the structure snapped and gave way to the fire she knew that wouldn’t be possible.  
 
      
 
    Susan was dead, along with Deborah and Charles, the old couple who had tried to shield her son from danger. Alex and Lisa were dead too, their lives ended before both young girls had truly had a chance to begin them. Giles was likely dead as well, the man who had offered Amy and James kindness as they stumbled in from the beach. Only a few hours had passed and already Amy had another list of names to add to the death she had seen. The death her son had seen.  
 
      
 
    Despite all Amy had been through, at least she still had her son by her side. She still had her family and, as she continued to hug the crying woman, Amy realized that things could still get a whole lot worse. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Harrison panted as he tried to catch his breath, hands on his knees as he bent over the two gang members’ bodies. A precise gunshot wound marked one of their heads, Harrison's bullet finding a home where he had intended it. The other man was simply unconscious, Harrison disarming and subduing him before shooting the other.   
 
      
 
    Harrison couldn’t believe what had just happened. He was certain the men all belonged to the same gang, but was bewildered by how many members there were and how they had managed to take control of Lake Michigan. Harrison hadn’t managed to get his radio working, so he didn’t believe the gang members had any way of communicating with each other over long distances and that only made things more concerning. It was slowly beginning to look to Harrison like the gang was prepared for an event like this. Like they already had a plan and now was just the perfect time to put it into operation. If that was indeed the case, that made the Latin Kings even more dangerous. Violence and crime was one thing, but when it was backed up by a well thought out plan it was very hard to put a stop to.  
 
      
 
    Not wanting to wait around and let the rest of the gang members come searching for him, Harrison made sure his Glock was securely in the holster and tightened the straps on his rucksack. He had to figure out what to do about Len. He had no idea what the gang was going to do with him or why they wanted to capture them in the first place. With no electronics working there was very little to gain from having hostages; no one would be paying ransom money for many, many days.  
 
      
 
    Picking his way through the dried leaves and broken twigs underfoot, Harrison tried his best to walk silently. He wanted to loop back around the gang and watch what they did from a distance, and then he could truly figure out what his best option would be.  
 
      
 
    A part of Harrison did think it might be easier for him to continue on toward Canada alone. Len was only slowing him down and he had no desire to travel to South Haven, as there was nothing for him there. His own child was his purpose for making this journey and now that he had started it, Harrison felt a stronger desire than ever before to see his daughter again. He had thought of her often during the long years spent in his bunker, the house reminding him too much of the wife and daughter he had lost. But it wasn’t until Harrison had had a real conversation with Len that he was reminded how much he truly missed his family. Sophia was never coming back, but he could still see his daughter; he could still make sure Nina was okay.  
 
      
 
    The decision plagued Harrison as he crouched low behind a speedboat to watch the gang, the boat mounted onto a trailer behind a large truck, now unable to make it to the water. Harrison was uncertain where the gang was going to go, without any cars or boats moored up besides the one Harrison and Len had used themselves. Perhaps if another boat had been at the small dock that would have tipped them off to the nearby gangs, but unfortunately the ambush had been executed perfectly.  
 
      
 
    Looking at the useless powerboat he had been driving a few moments ago, another selfish thought entered Harrison’s mind. With Len out of the picture and a bit of time to fix the boat, Harrison could use that to get all the way up to Canada by himself. It would probably take a few days to fix the boat and so would not shorten his journey by any great deal, but it would mean a lot less walking and a much easier journey.  
 
      
 
    The idea dangled flirtatiously in his mind as Harrison tried to decide what to do. He couldn’t deny the urge was strong to continue the journey alone. He had everything he needed in his rucksack and he was comfortable fending for himself against any new dangers that arrived. If he was thinking about everything in an entirely rational and direct manner, it was definitely what made the most sense. Anything to help him get to his daughter.  
 
      
 
    But then, Len was a father too and he had already shown Harrison what that truly meant. The devotion Len carried for his son was unlike anything Harrison had ever seen before. When Nina was younger—and when his wife had still been alive and healthy—Harrison had been a good father. He’d taken Nina to ballet classes when she was a toddler and watched her softball games when she was in high school. He loved his daughter then and he still did now, but somehow it didn’t seem the same as the love Len felt for his son.  
 
      
 
    Len’s entire life was built around his boy and Harrison knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he stopped the two of them from being reunited. As much as it might not be the logical thing to do, he knew saving Len was the right thing, and he needed to do it. Being a father meant taking responsibilities on even if you don’t want them, it meant looking after those in your care and making sure they are safe. In a way, Harrison was already learning these lessons just from his short time spent with Len and deep down he knew he had a lot more left to learn. 
 
      
 
    Settled on his decision, Harrison looked ahead to see one of the men with shaved heads kicking at Len’s prone body on the ground. Due to the fact they both hadn’t been shot on sight as soon as they moored up the powerboat, Harrison had to assume that Len wasn’t dead and merely laid there unconscious. The gang members spoke fairly loudly so that a few of their words carried on the wind toward where Harrison hid, the Hispanic twang further confirming his suspicions about who the gang was. Sadly, their conversation wasn’t loud enough for Harrison to figure out what they were about to do and he resigned himself to waiting in place until they started to move.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to wait long though. The men continued kicking at Len until he began to rouse to a conscious state and then poured a bottle of water over his head as they laughed at his pathetic condition. They all kept their weapons pointed at him just in case—they didn’t look like the type of people who were going to hand out second chances.  
 
      
 
    As Harrison watched, he saw the man he’d knocked unconscious stumbling back towards the rest of them, rubbing the side of his head where Harrison had hit him with his pistol. He had considered killing the man as he lay unconscious, but didn’t want to waste a bullet when it wasn’t necessary. Now he regretted that decision. Although it would have become obvious to the gang members eventually that Harrison had escaped and some of their own were dead, it would have bought him a couple of extra minutes if he’d killed them both.  
 
      
 
    The gang member staggered forward, reaching the three others around Len and joining their circle. Harrison winced as he saw the fourth man reach down and grab Len by the scruff of the neck before punching him squarely in the face. Some sort of payback for what Harrison had done surely, but thankfully Len managed to keep his eyes open after the punch. Seconds later he was hauled to his feet and Harrison made himself as small as possible as the group started walking away from the dock, Len sandwiched between the four men.  
 
      
 
    He  held his breath as the group moved past where Harrison was hiding, desperate to not give his location away. The thought occurred to Harrison that it might be easier to rescue Len now, before he was taken to wherever the Latin Kings had set up their base. He was a good shot, and thought he could kill two of them before they had a chance to fire back at him. It was risky though and with Len’s life hanging in the balance, Harrison decided it wasn’t the right decision. His companion would be the most likely to die in the situation out of the two of them, and Harrison didn’t like to gamble with other people’s lives.  
 
      
 
    Making sure he remained hidden, Harrison waited until they had passed and then started shadowing the small group as they walked along the lakeside path, heading away from the water and into what should have been more densely populated areas. Instead the streets were deserted, much like they had been in Chicago earlier that day. Harrison knew it would be dark soon and he didn’t much fancy being out on the streets when that happened. With gang activity clearly in the area, he knew he’d have to find somewhere safe to spend the night. 
 
      
 
    His mouth slowly dropped open as Harrison continued to follow the men, eventually realising where they were taking Len. The gates of Washington Park Zoo were guarded by a couple more men, both with shaved heads, welcoming more members of their faction back to what they had clearly set up as their base. Harrison was dumbstruck by the choice of location, immediately wondering how the Latin Kings were managing to deal with the animals that must be inside. Were they still inside? Suddenly the threat of people on the streets wasn’t Harrison’s only concern as his mind took him back to one afternoon many years ago.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Harrison looked at Sophia’s beautiful face, he couldn’t believe how lucky he was. So many boys had chased after her but somehow he was the one with her on his arm as they paraded around Lincoln Zoo. Some of the things he’d done in order to win over Sophia he wasn’t particularly proud of, but now that he had her by his side Harrison knew he’d do absolutely anything to keep her there. As they wandered around the zoo, Harrison tried his best to look interested; in reality, he found zoos boring and thought the animals would be better off set free, but Sophia had wanted to come so naturally he had obliged.  
 
      
 
    Squeezing her hand as they moved through the monkey enclosure, Harrison barely noticed the animals that were surrounding them. He didn’t notice the other people edging back against the walls or running for safety, he didn’t hear the screams of terror that punctuated the air. Not until it was too late.  
 
      
 
    An ear-splitting roar pierced Harrison’s mind and brought his focus back to where they were. Sophia was shaking beside him as a large chimpanzee over five feet tall towered over the pair of them, the sharp teeth in its mouth dripping with saliva. Harrison instantly flung Sophia behind him, blocking her from the animal with his body. Glancing around he tried to figure out what had happened, how the animal had somehow managed to make its way past the fencing and jagged wires on the top of every wall.  
 
      
 
    As the chimpanzee took a lumbering step forward, Harrison pushed backwards, trying to force Sophia to run behind him. Her body was frozen with fear, unable to run, move, or even scream. Harrison had to protect her somehow, but for the first time in his life he felt like he was truly unprepared. It made him feel weak and pathetic and as he covered Sophia’s body with his own, he vowed he would never feel that way again. From that moment on, Harrison would be prepared for anything.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Now that Harrison knew where Len had been taken, he turned around and snuck away down a side street. He needed to find somewhere to hide and come up with a plan, and potentially running into a lion or a bear made him feel on edge.  
 
      
 
    Several thoughts ran through his head as Harrison stepped into a broken storefront, almost all of the things inside pillaged. He knew he couldn’t waste much time before getting to Len; they both had children to find and waiting around for days wasn’t going to help anyone. That meant he needed to act tonight.  
 
      
 
    Breaking into a zoo definitely wasn’t one of the things Harrison had prepared for when he set off with Len on their journey and it wasn’t something he was particularly looking forward to. Sitting down to take off his rucksack, he reached inside for the silencer attachment for his pistol. At that moment Harrison wished he still had the bow and arrows; firing his Glock in a zoo surrounded by gang members and probably animals wasn’t the wisest idea. The stealth of a bow would have definitely made things easier.  
 
      
 
    As darkness began to fall outside and the now-familiar dance of colored lights spun their way onto the sky, Harrison closed his eyes for a brief moment. He needed to get at least a couple hours of rest before he attempted his rescue mission. There was no way of predicting what would happen once he was on the other side of the zoo’s walls. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Dragging himself as quietly as possible from his bed, Andy crept out of the dorm where the rest of his crew slept. Despite the hours he’d been in bed, he hadn’t slept a wink. His mind was spinning over what would happen if they couldn’t get the engines started again, what their plan would have to be.  
 
      
 
    They were just over three hundred miles offshore, but without anything on the boat working Andy couldn’t even be certain of that. He’d made this trip several times in the past with Brett and knew it only took about a day and a half to get back into port, but without an engine or a working radio all of that information was useless. 
 
      
 
    As Andy walked towards the control deck of The Mako, he whispered a quiet prayer under his breath. Everything still looked normal. The radio was resting in its cradle, the anchor was deployed, and the engines just looked like they had been shut down for the night. Maybe this was all just one big prank, the young trainees taking this a step too far. It was a tradition for them to try and prank Andy and Brett when it got towards the end of a trip, but normally that just involved shouting “shark” during a dive or pretending to drop a camera. Shutting down the entire boat was a bit extreme, but as Andy reached forward to try the engines he desperately hoped that’s all it had been.  
 
      
 
    Once the engine key clicked into place and nothing but silence filled Andy’s ears, he knew it was real. He checked the radio just to be sure, but it wasn’t even producing static. Suddenly the open ocean was a very quiet place, nothing but the sound of the waves lapping against the stern of The Mako and Andy’s suspicious thoughts occupying his head.  
 
      
 
    “Still not working, boss?”  
 
      
 
    Andy turned around from the control deck and saw Lucas standing in the doorway, his hair sticking up at odd angles from his night’s sleep. The poor kid was only twenty years old. Andy felt responsible for keeping him and the other trainees safe. They’d all come on a few trips by now, but he was still very aware that all three had parents back in Australia who were expecting to see them return safely. The boys may have chosen life on the ocean to some extent, but no one expects to be at sea forever.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Andy shook his head, “I’ll get in the water with Brett once he’s up and take a look underneath. There must be some way of sorting this out, don’t worry.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s cool,” Lucas shrugged, “worse comes to worst we’ll just get a few extra days of research, right? In a place like this we can’t exactly complain.” 
 
      
 
    Andy watched Lucas as the boy turned around to gaze out over the ocean. It was a beautiful spot; the sun just rising over the horizon and the sea as flat and calm as it had ever been. He wasn’t sure if Lucas was just having a positive attitude or whether he really didn’t understand the gravity of their situation, but Andy couldn’t bring himself to put the boy down. He knew how much more dangerous their situation would become if people started panicking. The Mako wasn’t a huge ship and if half of the crew lost their heads things would start getting dicey pretty quickly.  
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful,” Andy sighed as he walked away from the controls, passing Lucas and giving him a pat on the back. “Why don’t you see if you can put together some breakfast? I’ll go and get the others up so we can get started.”  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, all right,” Lucas smiled at Andy and slid past him, heading down to the kitchen area to see what he could find.  
 
      
 
    Andy paused for a moment on deck before heading back towards the dorm to wake up the rest of his crew. He knew Brett and Cory would be tired; they’d stayed up a great chunk of the night fiddling around in the engine room but Andy also knew they couldn’t wait around for everyone to get enough sleep. Brett was the better engineer out of the two of them and he would definitely need him on the dive to try and fix the boat.  
 
      
 
    To his surprise Brett was already tugging on his boots as he walked into the dorm room, fishing and research partner and best friend offering him a reassuring smile as Andy entered.  
 
      
 
    “Morning, man,” Brett said in a loud voice, not bothered about waking anyone else up now it was time to start the day. “You all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Andy mused, not really sure how to answer the question. “The engines still aren’t working though.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, that’s okay,” Brett said confidently as the other three men in the room started to slowly wake up around them. “We can get down and look at them from below today.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Andy repeated. “Lucas is just putting together something to eat, and then we should get down as soon as possible I’d say.” 
 
      
 
    “Right behind you!” Brett pushed himself up to his feet and placed a hand firmly on his friend’s shoulder. “Don’t worry man, we’ll sort this out. We always do.” 
 
      
 
    Even the short conversation with Brett did wonders for Andy’s outlook that morning. Brett had always been a level-headed man; it was one of the things that kept their friendship so solid. Brett never lost his temper in situations that often had Andy blowing up and overreacting. The two of them were complete opposites from the outside, but it was a relationship that worked well and they would never change. They’d been best friends for almost thirty years, the bond going back to when they used to take surf lessons as children many years ago.  
 
      
 
    When the rest of the crew was finally awake and on deck, they sat down and munched through some cold oatmeal. Without any means of boiling water the texture of the packet breakfast was grainy and hard, not a single man aboard The Mako appearing to enjoy it. It was necessary though; Andy could tell they were going to have a long day ahead of them. He wanted to make the most out of every hour of daylight and that meant getting in the water as soon as possible.  
 
      
 
    It was decided that Pablo would join Andy and Brett in the water. Out of the three trainees, he definitely had the most engineering knowledge and would be a useful second set of eyes for Brett as he analyzed the engine. Andy himself had a pretty basic knowledge, but he was more going down for principle. The Mako was his ship; she’d never failed him before and if something was wrong now Andy wanted to know exactly what it was. Without any children of his own, he could proudly call The Mako his baby and he wanted to see for himself what had happened to her.  
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, without any of the camera equipment working, there was very little else Bryan, Lucas, and Cory could do while Andy and team were underneath the boat. Cory was left in charge of the safety lines and Bryan suited up as well just in case someone else needed to enter the water. As much as Andy and Brett were familiar with the water around Ningaloo Reef, they were still very aware that safety was the number one priority any time you stepped foot in the ocean. They might only be out there for whale sharks—one of the most docile and least dangerous animals in the sea—but that didn’t mean there weren’t other things to be afraid of.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Andy spoke to Cory as he did a final oxygen test of his tank. “You know the drill, two tugs on this line and you start pulling, got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Got it Andy,” Cory nodded assertively. “Don’t worry, I got you guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah I know you do, kid,” Andy smiled back. “You can never be too careful though. Three tugs and you’re in the water Bryan, sound good?” 
 
      
 
    “You know it,” Bryan spoke up from where he sat to one side, pulling on his flippers in case he needed to make an unscheduled rescue dive. “Stop messing around and get in, dude!” 
 
      
 
    Andy laughed, he knew he didn’t need to repeat the same safety instructions to these guys over and over, but it was part of his job as captain of the ship and leader of the expedition to keep everyone safe. Especially now that they’d run into some trouble.  
 
      
 
    “All right, see you on the other side then!”  
 
      
 
    Taking one last look at the three crew members still on the ship—Brett and Pablo already in the water—Andy tugged his diving mask down over his head, took a deep breath of filtered air and stepped off the edge of the diving platform into the ocean. The water was warm despite the relatively early hour and the three of them were only diving in summer wetsuits, a stark contrast to some of the dives Andy had made in South Africa the previous year. Thankfully the waters of Ningaloo Reef were a clear blue and immediately Andy could see Brett and Pablo in position underneath The Mako, the engine seal almost completely off the hull of the boat.  
 
      
 
    The intricately designed waterproof engine was a fairly new invention, but one that Andy had decided was worth forking out a large sum of money for. It had worked tirelessly for the past three years since he had it installed, so now he was definitely curious to see what had put a stop to it. Despite the hope of finding the solution to their problem, Andy couldn’t stop the niggling feeling in the back of his mind that there was something more wrong than just the engine. After all, the radio and the kitchen stove had stopped working as well—and they didn’t have anything to do with the boat’s engines. 
 
      
 
    Treading water and watching Brett and Pablo work, Andy found himself with very little to do. The space to work on the engine was small and he knew that the others would be better off without him crowding around them. So instead of helping, Andy was left to monitor the oxygen gauge and keep an eye on the vast ocean around them.  
 
      
 
    He wondered how many days they could survive at sea without any power. Hundreds of less prepared people had done it before following shipwrecks and storms and whatever else; for six seamen like Andy’s crew it really shouldn’t be a problem. His main worry was getting back to shore. Andy knew the currents in the area where they were currently anchored would push them further out to sea if they let them, so somehow they needed to find a way to counteract that. Due to the design of Andy’s boat, The Mako didn’t have any sails, so that would definitely be hurdle number one.  
 
      
 
    The list of things to think about gradually grew longer and longer in Andy’s head as he bobbed up and down underwater, methodically checking their surroundings and the oxygen tanks in turn. When the dial started to creep into the red, he kicked out a little at the water and pushed himself toward Brett and Pablo. The radio system in their diving masks had also stopped working, so Andy didn’t know how they’d been getting on. From a quick shake of Brett’s head though he could tell it wasn’t good news, and as the three of them surfaced, Andy’s list of possibilities started to become more and more real.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t see a single problem with it,” Brett pulled off his diving mask as soon as they were all sitting on the deck and turned to Andy immediately. “It’s so weird dude. There doesn’t appear to be anything wrong at all.”  
 
      
 
    “But it’s definitely not working?” Bryan was removing his flippers, the need for the rescue diver thankfully forgotten about.  
 
      
 
    “It didn’t work this morning,” Andy sighed, “Lucas, go and check it again would you?”  
 
      
 
    “On it!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing that you saw, was there?” Brett continued talking, turning to Pablo to ask the younger man his thoughts on the engine. Pablo shook his head, opening his mouth to speak just as Lucas jogged back onto the deck.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Lucas spoke softly. “Radio is still out as well. All of it.” 
 
      
 
    The boy’s words instilled an awkward silence over the deck, no one wanting to make eye contact with anyone else. Suddenly Andy got the feeling that everyone else was coming around to his way of thinking, trying to piece together how they would get home if they couldn’t get the boat to start. He locked eyes with Brett for a moment and saw his best friend shake his head ever so slightly; if Brett didn’t have a positive attitude about this situation, then it really was bad.  
 
      
 
    “Right.” Andy knew he had to do something and pushed himself to his feet so he wasn’t sitting on the floor of the deck any longer. “There’s no engine, no radio, and we’re miles from home. Those’re the facts. But we’re also fishermen, divers, marine specialists, biologists, engineers…if there’s any group of men designed for this scenario, it’s us. It’s not going to be easy, but when does the ocean ever make anything easy? We all signed up for the expedition for a challenge and well, here it is.  
 
      
 
    “You said it yourself this morning Lucas, a few extra days of research in a beautiful place like this can’t be bad! We just need to make the most of this, buck up our ideas, get back to the mainland, and just imagine the story we’ll have to tell everyone when we do!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Andy’s speech managed to have exactly the desired effect on his crew and everyone packed up from the dive, ready to face the next problem. As Andy watched them working, however, he couldn’t help but regress to the sense of dread he was feeling inside. He’d done what he needed to do as the captain of The Mako and reassured his crew that they were going to be all right. That they were going to make it home. But try as he might, he just couldn’t believe his own words. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Len tried desperately to control his breathing as he was marched away from the dock, a rough burlap sack pulled down over his face and obscuring his vision. He could still see to some extent, just only making out blurry shapes lacking detail. Still, it allowed him to stay on his feet, the gang of men around him constantly pushing and prodding him as they moved.  
 
      
 
    Terrified didn’t even begin to cover what Len was feeling, but he refused to let it show. He was still reeling from the sight of Harrison running away from him and then the sound of that single gunshot that had echoed through all the corners of his head. Len had seen Harrison do several very impressive things, but he doubted that he could survive a gunshot wound. Especially when he was so grossly outnumbered. Harrison was dead, and that was just something Len was going to have to accept and move on from. While he was still alive, he had to fight for his own life instead. 
 
      
 
    So instead of thinking about people he couldn’t save, Len started to focus on where he was being taken. Although the sack distorted his vision a lot he could still make out the basic information. They were moving away from the lake and into a more populated area. Buildings lined the streets which remarkably didn’t look as damaged as Len would have thought. He didn’t know how much the sack was hiding from his view, but the fact the buildings were still standing was more than he could say for most of Chicago.  
 
      
 
    “Eyes down!”  
 
      
 
    Len yelped slightly as a hard jab caught him in the small of his back, one of the men noticing him looking around and trying to put a stop to it. It was impossible to forget the weapons the gang carried and so Len did as he was told, too frightened to defy the men when he was clueless about their intentions. The rest of the walk he kept his head forward, but his eyes still moved to try and gather what information they could.  
 
      
 
    He was marched through a set of large, iron gates, a sign positioned on the top of them that Len didn’t quite have enough time to read. He heard the gates clang shut behind him though and winced slightly. If he was locked inside wherever they were then things were going to get a lot more complicated. Already the gang seemed much more organized than Len ever imagined and he just hoped they didn’t know he and Harrison had killed several of them earlier that day.  
 
      
 
    Continuing to walk, Len started to notice the strange smells and sounds that now surrounded him. He swung his head to the right slightly and caught sight of an extravagant birdcage, peppered with bright colors that he could make out through the sack. The turn of his head earned him another jab in the back and before Len could open his mouth in protest he was pushed forward through a door and away from the mysterious birdcage.  
 
      
 
    “Clear the way!”  
 
      
 
    A voice rang out from beside Len that was followed by several scraping sounds, a thud and the echo of metal clanging against metal. The noises lasted for around five minutes before Len was pushed forward again, the sack finally removed from his head as he landed in a heap on the floor. The sound of another metal gate being closed rang through his ears as Len held his head, trying to process what had just happened.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Quick, let’s get him away from the door.” 
 
      
 
    Len spun around as he heard the two voices, a strong set of hands hooking underneath his armpits and dragging him back slightly. Finally, as his eyes adjusted to the light, Len focused on a young couple, both looking at him with concern in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” Len asked suspiciously, sweeping his gaze around the room they were in. “Where are we?” 
 
      
 
    The man cleared his throat and shuffled away from Len slightly, giving him some more room. “I’m Angelo, and this is Vanessa. We’re at Washington Park Zoo in Michigan City, which has somehow been…taken over by that gang of criminals. I’ve been in here for a couple of days and they brought Vanessa in this morning. What’s your name?” 
 
      
 
    Len stared at Angelo. He couldn’t understand how the man appeared so calm when they had just been kidnapped by a violent gang and locked away in a zoo. It made no sense. Looking across at Vanessa, who had apparently only been in the zoo since the morning, he noticed that she definitely appeared more panicked than Angelo, yet she wasn’t crying or screaming or trying to escape. Clearly something strange was happening here and Len had to figure out what that was.  
 
      
 
    “I’m Len,” he spoke cautiously, unsure whether he could trust the two people. “Why are we in a zoo? What do those guys want with us?” 
 
      
 
    “Money,” Vanessa cut into the conversation, “I’m pretty sure that’s what they’re after.” 
 
      
 
    “Money?” Len couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Chicago had basically burnt to the ground and these people wanted money. For what? Nothing was working, there wasn’t an Internet connection to make any bank transfers and there wasn’t anything out there worth buying. It seemed like the most ridiculous thing in the world to him.  
 
      
 
    “I guess they figure everything will go back to normal eventually,” Angelo took control of the conversation again. “When that happens, having a lot of money will certainly put someone at an advantage.” 
 
      
 
    “So has everything stopped working here as well then?” Len asked as he mined for more information. He still wasn’t sure how far the collapse had spread and was eager to find out anything more about the state of the rest of the country.  
 
      
 
    “Yep,” Angelo nodded, “we’re completely off the grid. Huge plane came down in the center of the city a couple of days ago and after that everything fell apart. Every man for himself out there now, unless you’re a part of this group, of course.” Angelo gestured to the gang running the rest of the zoo and rolled his eyes.   
 
      
 
    “Have you not tried to—” 
 
      
 
    “Escape?” Angelo cut Len off mid-sentence and held two fingers up in the air between them. “They tend to make that a little difficult, I’m afraid. Just you wait and see.” 
 
      
 
    Len furrowed his brow as he listened to Angelo talking. The more the man said, the more strange he found him, his mannerisms and the attitude he carried seemingly out of place in their makeshift prison. Just then though a familiar scraping sound filled the room and Angelo and Vanessa immediately moved themselves further back against the wall.  
 
      
 
    “Get back!”  
 
      
 
    Vanessa hissed at Len as he saw a metal door slide open and a huge Bengal tiger slowly padded into the room. A thin metal fence separated their side of the room from the side where the tiger had entered, but Len could tell if the beast wanted to cross the room he would be able to manage it.  
 
      
 
    He had witnessed many terrifying things since the start of the collapse of Chicago, but never had he imagined the lack of power would result in him coming face to face with a bloodthirsty animal. It was a whole new type of fear that he hadn’t experienced yet, but it was a real and bone-chilling fear all the same.  
 
      
 
    “What the—” 
 
      
 
    “Told you,” Angelo grinned from where he cowered beside the wall. “If you still want to try and escape, be my guest.” 
 
      
 
    Len stared at his fellow prisoner, his attitude continuing to amaze and starting to annoy him. Just because Angelo had been at the zoo the longest didn’t give him any right to talk down to Len, or Vanessa if he tried that as well. In Len’s mind they were all in the same situation and they should all be trying to find a way to escape. He found it difficult to believe that the gang was doing all of this for money. There was no way of knowing how long it would take before things returned to normal—if they ever did—and keeping prisoners for the potential promise of money seemed foolish. From what Len had already seen from this gang, they had immense manpower as well as ample supplies and weapons. Sadly, he couldn’t help but think they wanted more than just money and were thinking further ahead for resources in this strange new world. Len shuddered at the thought, realizing there was no way to predict what these types of people would do. 
 
      
 
    As he leaned further back against the wall and tried to put as much distance as possible between himself and the tiger, Len knew he was going to have to take matters into his own hands. Vanessa seemed like a nice enough woman, but Angelo didn’t look like he was going to offer much help. Somehow Len was going to have to get them out of there, and quickly. If what Angelo had said was true, then South Haven was probably in a similar state to Chicago and Len didn’t want to wait any longer before finding his family.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A cold hand over Len’s mouth woke him some hours later. He blinked and struggled in the relative darkness that the room had given way to, the image of the Bengal tiger still fresh in his mind. Whoever was covering his mouth kept his body in place and wouldn’t let him struggle. Len desperately tried to figure out what was happening and if his end had finally come.  
 
      
 
    Slowly, the figure started to come into focus in front of Len’s eyes and his body stilled as he realized who was there. He couldn’t quite believe who was standing in front of him, for many, many reasons. Harrison grinned. Half of his rescue mission, executed to perfection.  
 
      
 
    As Harrison slid his hand from Len’s mouth, he put a finger to his own lips and signaled for Len to be silent. Len naturally obliged, wondering how Harrison had managed to survive the attack on the dock and how he had managed to break into wherever the gang had taken him.  
 
      
 
    His eyes immediately snapped to the Bengal tiger, finding the large beast lying peacefully on its side, seemingly fast asleep. Len looked back at Harrison and saw the older man’s grin only widened, a playful glint in his eye. How Harrison had done that was a question Len would make sure to ask later, but for now he just wanted to escape from this place and continue their journey. With Harrison back by his side, suddenly Len felt like they could accomplish anything.  
 
      
 
    Scrambling to his feet Len tried his best to remain completely silent. Harrison looked at Angelo and Vanessa, both of them still asleep despite the presence of a fourth member in the room with them. As Len locked eyes with Harrison he saw the prepper slowly shake his head and immediately he understood. Escaping from the zoo with it surrounded by gang members would be hard enough for the two of them, bringing along two more pairs of feet would only slow them down. As heartless as it might appear, Len agreed with Harrison and knew they would have to leave the others behind.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!”  
 
      
 
    Sadly, it seemed Angelo had another idea. Harrison immediately leapt forward as soon as the man rose and slammed a hand to his mouth like he had done with Len, stopping him from saying anything else. As Len saw Vanessa starting to stir as well he did the same to her, both of them silencing the others until they understood that they weren’t in any more danger. With a nod from Harrison, Len removed his hand from Vanessa’s mouth and offered her a meek smile in apology. After a moment, Harrison’s whisper filled the small room.  
 
      
 
    “Everyone stay quiet and follow me, I’ll get you out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “Who—”  
 
      
 
    Angelo started to speak but Harrison quickly cut him off with a deadly glare. “I said stay quiet if you want to live through the night, got it?” 
 
      
 
    Silence filled the room in response to Harrison’s threatening question. Angelo wasn’t acting like a big man now, his frame shrinking down under Harrison’s glare and offering him nothing but a timid nod. With everyone finally silenced and ready, Harrison beckoned Len forward. He wasn’t happy about the other two coming with them but knew it was easier than making them stay behind. Now they just had to be extra careful.  
 
      
 
    “Only in an emergency,” Harrison whispered to Len as he passed him a pistol, a spare he had thought to pack in his rucksack. Len nodded and took the weapon from Harrison, his demeanour changing into that of a confident man with the reassuring prepper by his side.  
 
      
 
    “Lead the way,” Len whispered back and waited for Harrison to start moving, leading their ragtag group around the sleeping tiger and toward the exit of the room.  
 
      
 
    Len was shocked to find the door unlocked, but then realized that Harrison must have entered through it. He followed him quietly out into the zoo and noticed immediately the slumped body of a shaved head in a pile beside the door, blood pooled on the floor. How many men had Harrison killed to get to where Len was being held prisoner? How many more would they have to kill to get the group of them out? For once, Len didn’t care and, as he looked at the body on the ground, he felt nothing but a desire to see his son again.  
 
      
 
    As soon as all four of them were out of the room, Harrison closed the door behind them and started jogging. It was clear he had a route mapped out and Len was more than happy to follow it, Angelo and Vanessa sticking close by. Without a burlap sack over his head, Len was able to take in his surroundings a little better and marveled at how all the animals appeared to still be living in the zoo. Immediately the thought occurred to Len that it wouldn’t last long; these animals would need proper care, not just to be used to keep people trapped in a room. Len was almost positive this set up wouldn’t last long and he didn’t want to be around when the animals finally broke free.  
 
      
 
    Curving around “The African Savannah” exhibit, Harrison brought their small group to a halt. Up ahead Len could make out two figures, almost certainly gang members, as they walked across the field of grass, familiar shotguns clutched in their hands. The four of them dropped low into a crouch, partially hidden by a large rock formation where tourists could pose for pictures with the animals. Holding their breath the four of them remained quiet as two women—both wearing gang colors and prominently tattooed—walked past them, close enough to notice if they happened to be looking.  
 
      
 
    Harrison had his Glock pointing at the two women, ready to fire if the need presented itself. Len raised the pistol he had been given as well but thankfully the two women passed without sounding an alarm. As soon as they were out of earshot, Harrison got the group back to their feet and they continued running. Len could tell by the setup of the zoo around them that they were nearing the exit and the gates to freedom. Only a few more steps and they would be back on their journey, the route to South Haven and James continuing. Only a few more steps, so long as nothing else got in their way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Amy tried to figure out what to do as she sat between her son and a grieving mother. Try as she might, she couldn’t imagine how Mel must be feeling. The woman was unable to stop crying, sobs shaking her body as she wept for her daughter. It had to be the worst feeling in the world to lose a child and she just couldn’t bring herself to think of that happening to her. James was everything to Amy and she would rather suffer a thousand deaths than picture her life without him.  
 
      
 
    The wreckage of the country club continued to deteriorate in front of her eyes. The fire had completely taken hold now and the once impressive building was crumbling to a pitiful mess. Amy’s body was exhausted but she knew she had to remain strong for her son and to offer support to the other woman beside her.  
 
      
 
    Turning to look at James, her heart broke. His clothes were torn and dirty, his face covered in filth. All Amy wanted was to give him a bath and tuck him into bed, make sure he was safe and that nothing in the world could hurt him. Before becoming a parent, Amy couldn’t imagine what it would be like but as soon as it had happened, her own safety had quickly taken second position in her head.  
 
      
 
    The day she and Len had brought James home from the hospital was such a beautiful memory for her. Even after everything that had happened between her and her ex-husband, Amy was thankful she could look back on the time they spent together—in the earlier years at least—and smile. She remembered sitting in front of the fire in their home in Chicago, James wrapped in blankets in her arms. Len sitting beside her, gazing down at their son, the beautiful human being they had made. Remembering that moment and the love that the two of them had felt made Amy think of her ex-husband. She had no idea what was happening in Chicago but if South Haven was anything to go by, she knew it would be bad. For James’s sake, Amy prayed that Len was still alive out there.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly Amy remembered the bag she had packed for their journey and the small wooden box that she had placed carefully within it. The burning of the country club ahead of her told it was hopeless, that there was no chance of it having survived the wreckage but she couldn’t stop herself from rising to her feet. She needed to see if she could find it.  
 
      
 
    “Mom?” 
 
      
 
    James looked up at her as Amy stood, hands on her hips as she stared forward at the burning building. They wouldn’t be able to get inside while the fire was still raging, but sitting around and doing nothing was not helping them either.  
 
      
 
    “I think we should look for other survivors,” Amy spoke, both to her son and to herself to solidify the idea in her head. “We can’t just sit here and watch.” 
 
      
 
    “Survivors?” Mel suddenly leapt up from the ground where she sat, her eyes wide and frantic as she looked from Amy to the burning wreck of the country club. “Do you think there could still be survivors?” 
 
      
 
    Amy could hear the desperation in Mel’s voice as she spoke, clinging to any last shred of hope that her daughter could still be alive. Realistically Amy knew it was highly unlikely, but she couldn’t bring herself to say that to Mel. “We won’t know unless we look,” she offered instead, turning to help her son to his feet. “And it’ll be getting dark soon; we need to find somewhere to spend the night.” 
 
      
 
    Amy had barely gotten the words out before Mel was running back towards the building, sprinting faster than Amy thought possible. It was like her persona had immediately switched from depressive to manic, the slight chance of finding her daughter causing her to charge toward the building. Amy called after her, trying to get the woman to slow down but it was impossible. With the thought of her daughter on her mind, there was no stopping Mel.  
 
      
 
    James, too, stared after Mel in awe and then nodded to himself, the small boy preparing for what they were about to do. Amy was so proud of her son. He had already demonstrated more strength and resilience than a boy of his age should have. If it were possible, it made her love him even more.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll help.” James spoke in a strong voice, brushing some of the dirt from his T-shirt and looking up at his mother.  
 
      
 
    “You’re so brave,” Amy smiled down at him, cupping his cheek with one of her hands despite the painful burns that disfigured them. “Come on, we should try and catch up to her.” 
 
      
 
    Amy set off after the woman, looking ahead to see her tugging at pieces of the fallen building and throwing them to the side, pausing after she moved each item to shout her daughter’s name. It was heart-breaking to watch, but Amy knew she was powerless to stop it. Perhaps the act of desperation would help Mel somehow, but Amy knew of nothing she could do in the moment. There would be a time for comfort, for an embrace of the mother who had lost all, but now? There was no reasoning with Mel, so Amy decided they should walk a circle around the country club to see if anyone else had escaped. Gradually she started leading James up a grassy verge in front of them, Mel slowly moving in the same direction. She couldn’t deny this was more of a distraction tactic, something to keep James occupied while Amy tried to figure out a plan. They would have to keep moving, keep walking towards Ellen and Maria’s lake house like they had originally intended. She and James needed somewhere safe to stay and wait for the world to return to normal; Mel too, if she wanted to accompany them.  
 
      
 
    The fire from the country club filled the air with smoke, making it difficult to see in the waning daylight. The last thing Amy wanted was to still be wandering around outside when night fell. She didn’t know whether the burning building would attract people but she was frightened to run into anyone else like Zephyr and the other men he had brought into her home. While most people she had come across since everything started happening had been friendly towards her, Amy knew that wasn’t going to be the case with everyone she met.  
 
      
 
    Holding James’s hand, she kept her body between him and the burning wreckage, shielding him from the heat to some extent. Her once clean white top stuck to her body with sweat, dirt, and blood, an amalgamation of the three turning the fabric a dirty brown color.  
 
      
 
    Turning off the grassy bank and around the corner, following the sound of Mel’s gut-wrenching cries as the woman had suddenly ran ahead of them, she was surprised to find the rear of the country club free from flames. The back building was separated from the main section by a large courtyard, tables and chairs scattered around it, also saved from the fire. Looking in turn between her son and Mel, the woman still crying hysterically as she tried to dig into the wreckage for her child, Amy paused. It was definitely worth entering the building to look for supplies, her mouth dry and her stomach empty after the long day of traveling.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s see what’s inside,” Amy spoke softly to James, looking back over to Mel to see that the woman had noticed them starting to approach the building. Amy beckoned Mel over with her arm and after a brief pause the woman started jogging towards them. Reaching the door, Amy was relieved to find it unlocked and tugged it open to reveal what was inside. Mel pushed past and entered the building first, once again calling out her daughter’s name, her behavior continuing to grow more and more erratic. 
 
      
 
    They entered what appeared to be a storage room, more tables and chairs stacked throughout with various boxes of decorations. Amy could picture the courtyard outside all dressed up for some fancy event and wondered what would become of the place. Spotting what looked like a large box fridge in the corner of the room, Amy perked up slightly, letting go of James’s hand to walk toward it. As she pulled open the door, she could tell the fridge wasn’t switched on, an unsurprising discovery.  
 
      
 
    Boxes of food were starting to go bad inside, the smell of rotting meat assaulting Amy’s nostrils as she leaned over into the fridge. Her eyes lit up as she saw a tray of unopened bottled water, twenty-four sealed bottles waiting like a prize. Ripping apart the clear plastic Amy picked two out, handing one to James and then reaching in for a third to give to Mel. Turning around to face the grieving mother, Amy found her sitting on the floor cross-legged, silent tears once again pouring from her eyes. She was staring blankly at the door they had just entered through, her bottom lip quivering as she gazed off into the distance.  
 
      
 
    Amy approached her slowly, holding out a bottle of water in her hand. “Here,” she spoke softly, “you should drink.”  
 
      
 
    Mel didn’t even acknowledge that Amy stood beside her and ignored the offering of water completely. She seemed frozen in place, a constant stream of tears falling from her eyes as she watched the empty doorway, her eyes unblinking. Amy moved in front of the woman slightly and tried to grab her attention but Mel just stared straight through her, the grief of losing her daughter all she was able to focus on. Slowly, Amy placed the bottle of water on the ground in front of her and walked back towards her son, biting her lip at the knowledge of what the poor mother was going through.  
 
      
 
    Looking around the room, Amy tried to distract herself. She moved back toward the fridge and picked out two more bottles, placing them in the back pockets of her pants before handing a third to James.  
 
      
 
    “We should look around,” she said as an afterthought, “see if there’s anything else in here we can use.” 
 
      
 
    The burden of losing their rucksacks with the spare clothes, food, and other supplies weighed heavily on Amy and she knew they would need to eat soon as well. While she was fully aware the human body could last up to three weeks without eating, for the journey they had ahead of them they would need to stay as strong as possible. Waiting around for someone else to save them just wasn’t an option.  
 
      
 
    Rummaging through the other boxes, everything was mostly as Amy suspected. There was a wide array of fairy lights that were clearly used as decoration, as well as boxes of plates and bowls, everything you’d need to host an elaborate dinner party. With nothing of note that they could benefit from, Amy was about to suggest they go back outside when Mel suddenly jumped to her feet once more.  
 
      
 
    “Do you hear that?” Mel questioned as she took a few steps toward the courtyard.  
 
      
 
    Amy stopped and listened, searching for whatever Mel had heard.  
 
      
 
    “Someone’s shouting!” Mel screamed, breaking into a run out of the storage building and toward the voice.  
 
      
 
    Amy followed hot on her heels, with James jogging beside her to keep up. Eventually Amy also heard the voice, the sound of a man calling for help in between scattered coughing. Immediately Amy thought of Giles and picked up her pace, although making sure she didn’t leave James behind. His form slowly came into view, the image of Giles hunched over, dragging something out of the wreckage.  
 
      
 
    Stopping dead in her tracks, Amy grabbed onto her son, pulling him into her body as she realized what Giles was carrying. It was a young girl’s body, her hair matted over her face as Giles dragged the body away from the building, his chest heaving from the exertion. Amy could tell immediately that whomever he was dragging was either dead or on the verge of dying; she didn’t want James to see that happen.  
 
      
 
    Mel, on the other hand, let out a loud scream and started running even faster toward Giles. Could the body be her daughter? Amy couldn’t decide whether she wanted that to be the case or not, the girl clearly not long for the world if she still had breath in her lungs.  
 
      
 
    “Stay here, James,” Amy knelt down on one knee and looked at her son. “I’m going to go and help Giles; can you wait here please? And stay where I can see you.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James mumbled, looking slightly around his mother’s body to where Giles and Mel were now bending over the body which lay on the ground.  
 
      
 
    “Brave boy,” Amy spoke softly as she kissed her son on the forehead. “I’ll be back in a moment.”  
 
      
 
    Leaving her son behind, Amy started walking toward Giles and Mel. She couldn’t believe that Giles had made it out of the building. So many hours had passed since the fire first shook the foundations that she had completely given up hope of finding anyone else. She couldn’t hide the relief that she felt upon seeing him though; Giles knew the area and he was a strong asset to have by their side. As Amy drew close enough to see the body, she recognized it as Lisa, the country club employee who had been smoking when they first arrived. The girl had fallen from the window, right into the pit of fire below. Surely she wouldn’t have survived all of that?  
 
      
 
    Mel was crying again, the reality that she wasn’t going to find her daughter finally hitting home and turning her into a wreck on the floor. Loud shouts of her daughter’s name pierced the air from time to time, Mel questioning why she had been left without a child. The woman was on the edge of a breakdown and yet Amy couldn’t think of a single thing to say to make her feel any better. Instead she looked to Giles, reaching forward and touching the man on the shoulder to turn him away from Lisa’s body.  
 
      
 
    “Is she…?” Amy didn’t want to finish the sentence, but Giles knew what she was trying to say.  
 
      
 
    The man shook his head, closing his eyes slightly. “She was still breathing when I found her,” he spoke quietly, “but she didn’t make it.” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t know how close Giles had been to Lisa, but they had worked together and that had to stand for something. She pulled him into a hug, letting the man sag slightly in her embrace.  
 
      
 
    “Here,” Amy said pulling slightly back from Giles and offering him a bottle of water from her back pocket. “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    “I…I think so.” Giles spoke slowly, relishing the water that Amy had given to him. “I managed to hold on somehow so I didn’t fall down into the fire, but the whole building started to give way as I was trying to get out. I had to run down the corridor and managed to get out of a side entrance before things started to really collapse.” 
 
      
 
    Amy listened to the man’s story as she looked from him to Lisa’s dead body. Giles must have gone back into the building to look for survivors, putting his own life at risk in an attempt to save someone else’s.  
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t find anyone for ages,” Giles continued, “and then Lisa just appeared. She was just lying on the ground, but I think her legs are broken. I started to drag her out of the building but the fire kept making more things collapse. Lisa was just too weak; I tried to save her but…” Giles turned his head to look at Lisa, her eyes closed and her body completely still. Tears threatened to fall from his eyes but he held them back somehow, maintaining a strong outer resolve.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, Giles. You did everything you could,” Amy said from beside him, turning away from the man for a moment to look back at James. “We haven’t managed to find anyone else, but there’s a storage building back there that’s still standing. It’s got water and should be a safe place to spend the night, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Giles nodded, understanding the building that Amy was referring to. “I’ll join you in a minute, I just want to…” His voice trailed off as Giles looked back at Lisa.  
 
      
 
    Amy seemed to understand what he was saying and nodded. “Do you want any help?”  
 
      
 
    “No, it’s okay,” Giles shook his head. “Go and be with your son.” 
 
      
 
    Amy squeezed the man’s shoulder softly before turning away from him and walking back to James. She could tell Giles wanted to move Lisa’s body somewhere, lay her to rest in some manner. Reaching her son, she took his hand in her own and squeezed it, telling him to walk back toward the storage building. It was the safest place available for them to spend the night and then they could plan their next move in the morning. Hopefully some of the food in the fridge might be salvageable enough for them to eat, Amy desperately wanted to give her son a proper meal and a decent night’s sleep.  
 
      
 
    As James started walking, offering his mother a confident and reassuring nod as he went, Amy turned and walked back towards Mel. She wrapped an arm around the woman’s shoulders and tried to coax her in the direction of the storage building, speaking softly under her breath as she held the woman. Mel was in pieces and Amy had to half drag her back inside, struggling against her as Mel constantly tried to break free and run back towards Giles and Lisa’s body.  
 
      
 
    Giles arrived about an hour later. Amy could see the man had been crying, but she didn’t question him. Both Giles and Mel were grieving, and all Amy could do was give them the space they needed. She held James in her arms all night as the pair of them drifted in and out of sleep, unable to predict what fresh horrors the next morning would bring. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “We can’t leave!” Mel pleaded the next morning, reluctant to leave the place where she’d lost her daughter. Last night it seemed like reality was sinking in but now she refused to accept that Sue was really gone. “My baby’s still in there. We need to save her!” 
 
      
 
    “We can’t, Mel,” Giles reasoned with her, “it’s not safe here. We need to leave. I’m with Amy on this one; we should go.” 
 
      
 
    “The clubhouse only burned down because that girl was smoking!” Mel suddenly snapped in anger, her voice starting to rise. A night alone with her thoughts after losing her daughter had affected her in the worst possible way. “We would have been safe if it weren’t for her! My daughter would still be alive if—” 
 
      
 
    “You can’t blame Lisa!” Giles voice boomed out around the storage building, silencing Mel as she tried to accuse Lisa of being the source of their downfall. “Anything could have caused that fire. And the building was old; it took more than one little cigarette to create all that chaos, Mel. I won’t have you placing the blame on her.” 
 
      
 
    Amy stood with James by her side while the two of them argued, Mel alternating between screaming in anger and sobbing in pain. Over the night Amy had decided to keep heading north toward where her friends Ellen and Maria lived. She couldn’t be certain they would still be there, but she had to keep trying, she needed to have some sort of destination in mind. In the morning when she’d mentioned her plan to Giles, he had responded positively, offering to make part of the journey with them as he himself traveled back toward his parents’ house in the city of Grand Rapids.  
 
      
 
    Amy was happy for his company on a leg of their journey, but Mel was putting up a fight. It was obvious why and Amy sympathized with her on that front. If James’s body were still trapped in the wreckage of the country club, Amy wouldn’t even consider leaving him; she knew that must be what Mel was thinking of too.  
 
      
 
    As if on cue, the woman tore out of the storage building where they’d spent the night and started running back toward the wreckage. Most of the fires had stopped burning now, but smoke was still heavy in the air and it would be impossible to find anyone or anything inside of the crumbled country club. Amy watched through the now-open door as Mel started desperately digging through the ashes of the building once more, unable to cope with the truth that her daughter was now dead. Watching her instilled a strength in Amy to some extent as she felt James by her side; she would not let this happen to the two of them. She would not live to experience that pain.  
 
      
 
    Her son was sitting quietly beside her throughout the whole ordeal. He had been tossing and turning all night against Amy’s body as they lay on the cold, hard floor, a few deckchair cushions making a rather poor substitute for a bed. Amy herself had hardly slept either, her mind turning through all the possible things that could happen next on their journey. She found herself thinking a lot about Len as well and what might have happened to him. After being so close to death in the country club and seeing Mel lose someone so close to her, Amy couldn’t help but think about the other people that she loved.  
 
      
 
    She wondered what her parents were doing and what was happening in that part of the country. By now she had figured that it had to be a nationwide disaster, the lack of government aid or emergency services telling her that. They must be stretched much too thin to concern themselves with a small town like South Haven, cities like Washington and New York being the main priorities.  
 
      
 
    That at least gave Amy some hope that Chicago would be offered aid. It was one of the largest cities in the country and had some incredible resources; hopefully it was managing to keep itself together through everything that was happening. Len wasn’t a particularly well-organized man and for his sake Amy hoped he’d been somewhere safe when everything happened. Riding out the collapse from the comfort of your own home was exactly what Amy wished she could be doing at that moment in time.  
 
      
 
    The possibility that Len was dead also played heavily on her mind. Despite everything, Amy knew how much he loved James and how much their son meant to Len. She knew it had broken his heart when Amy moved away with their little boy; at the time she was glad for doing it, but now Amy couldn’t help but feel a twinge of regret. If they still lived nearby there would be another pair of eyes to watch over James and another hand to hold onto his as he slept at night. She didn’t know whether she would ever see her ex-husband again, but strongly wished that she would. Some feelings were still there for him that she would never completely be able to lose. He was the father of her child, after all, and that created an eternal bond between them.  
 
      
 
    Zoning back into the present, Amy saw that Giles was leaning on the door frame, watching Mel as she continued to try and find a way into the country club ruins. Amy didn’t know what to do, but she knew they needed to leave; there was no point waiting around the country club any longer. Squeezing James’s hand despite the sting of pain it caused to shoot through her burns, Amy smiled to him and pulled him to his feet beside her.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going,” she spoke resolutely, not leaving anything up for debate in the statement. “You can come if you want,” she added to Giles, “but we’re going now.” 
 
      
 
    Without waiting for a response Amy pushed James towards the door, giving Giles a soft look as they moved past him. He opened his mouth to speak but found himself without the words, so just shook his head slightly as she passed. Amy wasn’t sure what that meant, whether he was coming or not, but when the door to the storage building swung shut behind her and there was only her son by her side she realized she had his answer.  
 
      
 
    Amy had found a couple of small cotton bags inside the storage building. They had been filled with fancy china originally, but Amy had replaced the contents with bottles of water, a couple of tins of food they managed to find behind the box fridge, and a small penknife. She carried most of the contents in a bag by herself, James’s only weighed down with extra water bottles.  
 
      
 
    The loss of her rucksack and the wooden box meant a great deal to Amy and it was one of the things that had preyed greatly on her mind through the night. While the items wouldn’t look special to anyone else, they carried huge sentimental value for Amy. Souvenirs from the most important moments of her life filled the box: pictures, letters, and little trinkets that took her back to certain moments in her life when everything was happy and she didn’t have to worry about where the next meal would come from or if they were going to survive to see another sunrise.  
 
      
 
    Turning back to take one last look at the wreckage of the country club before it was gone from their lives forever, Amy noticed a figure jogging towards them from the storage building. Giles. He was alone and Amy stopped to wait for him, James standing stoically by her side.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Giles pushed himself away from the doorframe, his gaze switching between Amy and her son walking away into the distance and Mel sitting cross-legged on the grass in the front of the country club, sobbing loudly with her head in her hands. He desperately wanted to leave the country club and head north with Amy, but he couldn’t let himself just walk away from Mel. Somehow he would manage to convince her, he said to himself as he walked towards the crying woman, it wasn’t safe for her to stay out here alone.  
 
      
 
    “Mel?” Giles spoke softly, calling her name as he approached from behind. “Amy and James are going to leave now. I really think we should both go with them.” 
 
      
 
    Mel didn’t say anything. She barely even gave an indication she had heard Giles, a small twitch of her head the only response Giles had to go by.  
 
      
 
    “Will you come with us?” Giles continued, taking a step closer towards Mel despite the woman still crying into her hands. “We can take care of you.” 
 
      
 
    Again Giles’s question was greeted with nothing but tears, the woman incapable of stringing a sentence together. Giles took another step forward, anxious to get through to Mel and catch up with Amy.  
 
      
 
    “Mel?” he questioned again, leaning down and placing a hand on Mel’s back.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch me!” Mel suddenly screamed and jumped to her feet, spinning around to stare at Giles as her chest heaved with ragged breaths. Her eyes were wide, bloodshot and crazed, the hours of crying taking a severe toll on her psyche. 
 
      
 
    “Mel, please,” Giles started to speak again as he took another step towards the woman, his eyes not leaving Mel’s as he took in the woman’s state. “We need to—” 
 
      
 
    “No!”  
 
      
 
    Mel shuffled back a few feet further from Giles, her eyes now starting to dart around their surroundings. Before Giles could register what was happening she had drawn a knife from her pocket and was holding it in front of her like a weapon. Giles had no idea Mel had been armed, the knife not mentioned at all during the time they’d spent together in the country club. Now he was slightly afraid to stand in front of the woman, Mel’s mental health in a tailspin.  
 
      
 
    “Whoa, calm down,” Giles spoke, holding his hands up in front of his body. “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want you to be safe.” 
 
      
 
    Mel panted in front of him, almost hyperventilating as she clutched the blade in her right hand. In that instant something about her appeared to soften, her eyes losing their insane look and turning into one drenched with sorrow. “Safe…” she whispered to herself, “we’ll never be safe.” 
 
      
 
    Before Giles could react Mel dropped to her knees and dragged the blade of her knife across her throat in one smooth motion, dropping the bloody weapon on the grass beside her as crimson liquid started to pour from her neck. Giles screamed and ran forward, falling to his knees in front of the woman as he grabbed her body and tried to stop the bleeding.  
 
      
 
    “I’m coming, Susan,” Mel muttered softly as her eyes fluttered half open and half closed. “I’m coming.” 
 
      
 
    Giles felt the woman’s body go limp in his arms as she took her final breath, the flow of blood from the knife wound gradually slowing down. He shuffled backwards from her body, her blood staining his hands as he tried to wipe them on the grass beside him. He couldn’t believe what had just happened. The grieving mother so affected by the loss of her daughter that she had taken her own life. First Lisa and now Mel. Two women had died in his arms in a matter of hours. Giles couldn’t bring himself to look at Mel’s body. He wanted to give her some dignity in death, like he had offered Lisa, but he just didn’t have the strength to perform that ritual again so soon. Scrubbing at his red-stained skin, Giles climbed to his feet and started walking away from the dead mother.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Giles,” Amy called when he was within talking distance, “what are you doing? Where’s Mel?” 
 
      
 
    “She’s…” Giles paused, uncertain of what to say. Mel’s death was weighing heavily on his conscience. He wished he could go back and bury her body but knew it was now too late. He had to keep moving forward and he wanted to leave the country club behind. “She’s not coming,” Giles eventually panted as he caught his breath, “but I’d like to. If that’s still okay?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Amy smiled and James nodded beside her. “We’d be happy to have you accompany us. Did you say you’re going towards Grand Rapids?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Giles smiled back at the pair of them as he fell into step on the other side of James and they continued walking, shoving his hands in his pockets to hide any remnants of Mel’s blood that he hadn’t been able to wipe clean. “My parents live there. They’re pretty old nowadays so don’t get out of the house very much, but now that there’s nothing left for me here I need to see if they’re okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you have other family in the city as well?” 
 
      
 
    Amy was happy to talk to someone else about their life rather than focusing on all the negative things happening in her own. Giles seemed like a nice, responsible man. He was fairly attractive too, even with his pale blue polo shirt covered in dirt and his right eye badly bruised from something during the collapse of the building. Amy wondered whether he truly had just been friends with Lisa or whether the two of them shared a more romantic involvement. He didn’t speak of any sort of significant other, just fondly of his parents and his childhood with them.  
 
      
 
    As they walked, Amy learned that Giles was an only child, born and raised in Grand Rapids until he went away for college only to return to Michigan to manage the country club. He spoke fondly of the area, the east coast of Lake Michigan being the only home he had ever really known.  
 
      
 
    “So you’ve worked there ever since you graduated?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Giles nodded. “I got my degree in hospitality and then I was going to move out to California. Well, I did for a couple of months but I just hated it. My mom gave me a call one day and said the country club we used to visit when I was younger was looking for a summer manager and so I hopped on a flight and came back. Been there ever since.” 
 
      
 
    “I bet it was a nice place to work,” Amy mused, the idle conversation serving her well and making her feel like the world wasn’t falling apart around them.  
 
      
 
    “It was,” Giles reminisced, sniffing slightly at the fact that it was now gone forever. Neither of them could guess when aid would come to the country or when places would start to be rebuilt. They both knew it wouldn’t happen to places like the country club for a long time though, hospitals, schools, and factories the main priority for getting the country back on its feet. 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Giles asked, “What’s your story?” 
 
      
 
    Amy laughed. “Where to start? What do you want to know?” 
 
      
 
    Giles paused, looking between Amy and her son. James was contributing to the conversation where he could, smiling and looking between the two adults. Giles could see what a well brought up, brave little boy he was and made sure to keep him involved. He knew the child must have been through so much already, the moment where the floor in the country club gave way and swallowed the room whole was a traumatizing event for a child to witness, let alone be a part of. Giles could guess that they’d seen much worse in the city too and didn’t want to sully the positive mood they were managing to maintain on their walk.  
 
      
 
    “Tell me about the best day of your life,” Giles spoke softly, smiling a genuine smile that reached his eyes.  
 
      
 
    Amy couldn’t stop herself from smiling back. For Giles to be so friendly and helpful after everything that had happened to him was incredible. He was a true gentlemen and asking her questions like that just made her even surer of the fact. If indeed he had been romantically involved with Lisa, then she had been a lucky girl.  
 
      
 
    “The best day of my life?” Amy repeated, her mind wandering for a moment before she landed on the memory. “Ah yes, how could I forget…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Len, can you come in here a moment?”  
 
      
 
    “Of course, what is it darling?” 
 
      
 
    Amy sat on the edge of their large bed, waiting for her husband to come into the room. The bedroom was freshly decorated, brand new curtains and carpets put in following their move into the city a year ago. They’d nearly finished all the redecorating now, just the guest bedroom to finish and then everything would be perfect. Almost everything.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
      
 
    Amy looked up as Len walked toward her, the sight of her husband putting a wide smile on her face. She was so lucky to have him. He treated her like a real lady, holding open every door and surprising her with flowers on his way home from work. She was so thrilled to be with him. It had been hard moving so far away from her parents, but when Len was offered his dream job in Chicago they just couldn’t turn it down. Plus she could see how happy the job made him and that made it all worth it.  
 
      
 
    “I’m good,” Amy smiled up at her husband, reaching forward and taking his hand. “Sit with me?” 
 
      
 
    Len perched on the bed beside his wife, staring into her eyes with adoration. The love the two of them shared was so blindingly obvious it was hard not to imagine them being together forever. Everything about the couple seemed to fit together perfectly and everyone who met them could see it.  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Len questioned his wife again, slightly confused by the situation. “Is something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    “No, don’t worry,” Amy reassured her husband as she looked into his eyes. “Everything is fine. Better than fine actually; everything is perfect.” She paused, holding Len’s hands and letting the smile widen across her face. “We’re going to have a baby, Len. I’m pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If Amy could’ve made that moment last forever she would have. Remembering it now brought tears to her eyes. That feeling of pure happiness, of sheer joy was something she had never known she could feel. To have a tiny baby boy growing inside of her and the man of her dreams sitting by her side was perfection.  
 
      
 
    The memory felt too personal to share though, too precious to tell to the man she’d only known for a day. Instead Amy looked down at James by her side and stroked his hair. It couldn’t be put into words how much love she felt for her son or how much purpose and pride he gave to her each and every day. James was the reason she was still standing and, as she locked eyes with her son, she knew she could continue to do whatever it took to keep him safe. Looking into her son’s eyes Amy spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.  
 
      
 
    “The best day of my life,” she paused, “was the day I found out I was having you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Dixon could feel the helicopter picking up speed as it started spinning out of control on its path to the ground. He could almost see the pilots in the cockpit as they frantically battled against the various switches, pedals and levers, trying to guide the Osprey to the ground. The momentum from the broken engines could be felt throughout the bird, the rear tail propeller somehow causing it to spiral out of control. All Dixon could do was hold on and pray that they would make it out of the bird alive.  
 
      
 
    The alarm blared louder and louder as the Bell Boeing V-22 Osprey continued to lose altitude and they sank lower in the sky. The lives of everyone on board and countless others on the ground below now sat in the hands of the two pilots. Even the third pilot on board couldn’t do anything, the bird shaking too much for anyone to leave the safety of his or her seat.  
 
      
 
    In what could be his last moments alive, Dixon thought of Mary. He wished they both weren’t so frightened of what would happen if they made their relationship public. They were adults and had been dating for a long enough time to speak out for themselves. Dixon loved her so much and he wanted to tell everyone. He wanted to be able to show her off on his arm and go out with her in public. Life was too short for secrets.  
 
      
 
    Life was too short for a lot of things. Perhaps even that conversation.  
 
      
 
    “Impact in thirty seconds!” 
 
      
 
    “Prepare to bail out!”  
 
      
 
    Corporal Lawson shouted into her headset, although the sound cut to static as it struggled to carry through. She could barely be heard over the noise of the Osprey, loud enough for all the soldiers on board to understand what was happening. Dixon estimated they’d have a matter of seconds from when the bird landed to clear the vehicle. He’d seen a couple of Ospreys go down on his first tour and could still picture the metal helicopters as they were consumed by giant balls of fire. The designs had been modified since then, but Dixon still knew they wouldn’t last long. With the engines blown, things were going to heat up real fast.  
 
      
 
    “Fifteen seconds!” 
 
      
 
    The pilot’s voice just reached Dixon as he continued the countdown to impact. Due to the lack of windows in the back of the helicopter, Dixon couldn’t tell where the bird was going to land but knew if it were at all possible, the pilots would’ve steered them away from danger. It was truly ironic that they had been sent out on a scout mission, their purpose to offer the city aid and yet they were simply going to make things a whole lot worse.  
 
      
 
    “Ten seconds!”  
 
      
 
    Looking across at Farley, Dixon could see the fear in his friend’s face. He tried to smile to her, tried to reassure her to some extent, but she knew as well as he did exactly what was about to happen. It could be the last time Dixon looked at his friend and he did so with sadness in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “Five… Four… Three…” 
 
      
 
    What was going to happen to Washington? What was going to happen to the world? The bigger picture spun in Dixon’s head for a second before he squeezed his eyes shut and pictured the people he loved most. His parents. Mary. Even if he went down with the Osprey, he hoped and prayed that they were safe.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Move! Move! Move!”  
 
      
 
    “Run soldier! Get out!”  
 
      
 
    Dixon snapped his eyes open and willed his body into action immediately. As a trained soldier, he was used to flying into battle at the flick of a switch and escaping from a helicopter was no different. His eyes quickly glanced around the bird and he could see part of the metal had bent inwards over the cockpit, trapping the pilots inside. A few fellow soldiers were slumped forward in their seats, either knocked unconscious or killed from the crash, he couldn’t tell.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t his job to wait around and find out either, Dixon knew he had to get out of the belly of the bird immediately, before the engines exploded and destroyed the whole thing and everyone inside it. He sprinted for the door which Corporal Lawson was tugging open, another soldier by her side who Dixon didn’t recognize.  
 
      
 
    Leaning forward, he offered a hand, the three of them working together to force the door open. A fourth pair of hands joined a second later and finally the group of them managed to force their way out of the bird. But they weren’t safe yet. Immediately Dixon broke out into a full-speed sprint, tearing forward and as far away from the Osprey as possible. He’d made it about fifteen meters when a huge explosion sounded behind him and a wall of heat and fire flung him to the ground, his helmet smashing into the concrete below and shrouding him in darkness.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, Private.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon’s eyes fluttered as he heard the sound of Corporal Lawson’s voice, her stern orders weaving their way into his brain. He scrunched his face together and winced as he waited for the ringing in his head to subside, the bright sunlight outside blinding him for a moment. There was no time to waste though and within seconds Dixon was staring the Corporal in the face, pleased to see someone else had made it out of the Osprey alive, even if it was that woman.  
 
      
 
    “Reporting for duty, sir,” Dixon spoke once he had cleared his head, pushing himself to his feet from the ground where he lay. “What…” 
 
      
 
    Dixon didn’t need to finish his question as he looked down the street where they had crash-landed and saw the giant ball of flames that was incinerating their helicopter. There was no chance of rescuing any survivors from the wreckage, the miracle that they had gotten out in time almost unbelievable. But who else had made it out? Dixon remembered four of them working to get the door of the bird open. Where were the others? 
 
      
 
    Spinning around he couldn’t stop the wave of relief that flooded over him as he saw Farley standing over a soldier he didn’t recognize, fashioning a makeshift sling for his arm. With Corporal Lawson standing so close by Dixon didn’t want to disobey orders or break rank in any way, but he couldn’t stop himself from walking forward and clapping his friend on the back. He was so pleased she had made it out alongside him, although he spared a thought and a moment of silence for his other friend Croft and the many others who had been trapped inside the Osprey.  
 
      
 
    “Good to see you out alive, Farley.” Dixon smiled as his friend finished fixing the other man’s arm, the sling made from torn pieces of uniform. “You as well,” Dixon nodded to the man, not able to see his name or rank. 
 
      
 
    “Enough chit-chat!” Corporal Lawson’s voice sounded from behind Dixon and he spun around on his heel immediately, falling into line beside Farley. “Daniels, Fowler. Make your way north and see if you can pinpoint our location. Farley, you’re with me, this way.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon saluted alongside his friend and the soldier with the broken arm, now identified as Fowler. They turned in unison and started walking north up the street, Dixon’s eyes scanning the area for any sign of where they might have landed. Washington was a big city and he knew the crash landing of a helicopter like the Osprey wouldn’t have gone unnoticed. Cautiously, he unfastened his military issue 9mm Beretta pistol from its holster and held the gun steadily in his hand.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Stop! Put your hands in the air!”  
 
      
 
    Dixon raised his weapon and pointed it towards three men, each of them stuffing their pockets full of money and jewelry from a high-end Washington store. The windows had been smashed open and glass lay in shards in the street and the first few feet of the store. Fowler raised his pistol beside Dixon, pointing it at the three men as they froze.  
 
      
 
    “Put down the jewelry and step out of the store.” Dixon spoke firmly, his voice wavering slightly in front of the three men, each of them much bigger than he was. He was used to dealing with politicians and hostile soldiers overseas, but battling his own countrymen in his own city was a new experience for him.  
 
      
 
    “Chill, man,” one of the thieves spoke, emptying his hands and putting them behind his back. “Take it easy.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep your hands where we can see them!” Fowler shouted immediately, taking a step forward glass crunching under his combat boots.  
 
      
 
    “Easy, easy,” the same man in the store spoke. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” another of his associates joined in, stuffing stolen jewels in his pockets and moving his hands behind his back. “Relax, guys.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t make another move!” 
 
      
 
    Fowler inched forward again and Dixon could see out of the corner of his eye that his finger was hovering over the trigger of his pistol. The last thing he wanted was a shootout in the middle of Washington, the sounds of destruction echoing out from every corner of the city.  
 
      
 
    Before Dixon could make a move to defuse the situation, the three men all suddenly drew weapons of their own from behind their backs, raising them and pointing at Dixon and Fowler.  
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you two fellas move along?” one of them said. “I’m sure there are other people who could use your help more than us.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” Fowler immediately bit back. “Lower your weapons immediately.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon’s eyes scanned the area around him, looking for somewhere to take cover if bullets started to fill the street. He’d never worked alongside Fowler before but he had a feeling his fellow soldier wasn’t making the situation any easier. He seemed trigger-happy and was probably still running on adrenaline from the helicopter crash. Holding his pistol in his left hand, Dixon could already tell that wasn’t his main shooting arm and his arm was shaking slightly as he stood. 
 
      
 
    The three men in the jewelry store looked to one another for a moment, the one in the middle curving his lips slightly into a smirk. “All right,” he spoke slowly, “we’ll put them down, see?” 
 
      
 
    The man raised his gun above his head, pointing it at the ceiling while his other hand also rose, palm forward as if in surrender. Before Dixon could take a step forward he fired his weapon into the roof of the store, causing dust and ceiling tiles to fall around them.  
 
      
 
    “Take cover!” Dixon shouted as more gunshots rang out, the three men having no true intention of surrendering. Dixon dove to one side, landing roughly on his shoulder but quickly rolling and ending up in a crouch behind a parked car. Looking over the trunk he could see Fowler had taken cover on the other side of the store, but a bloody wound was forming in his left arm—his good arm.  
 
      
 
    The three men had scattered in the jewelry store, each of them hiding behind a knocked over display or the counter. There was no other way out of this, Dixon realized as he raised his 9mm and took aim at the men inside the store. His first bullet smashed another pane of glass, sending more shards into the air beside one of the jewelry thieves. His second landed squarely in the man’s chest, the criminal dropping to the ground and ceasing his fight almost instantly. Dixon heard a cry ring out from one of the other men in the store and ducked down quickly as bullets started pinging off the car he was hiding behind.  
 
      
 
    “Cover me!”  
 
      
 
    Fowler’s call carried over the gunfire and he looked across to see the soldier holding his pistol unsteadily in his left arm, firing wildly into the store. Edging slightly further toward the hood of the car, Dixon stuck his head up and joined in the fire fight, providing Fowler with some cover from the other side. It was two against two now and even with Fowler injured, Dixon knew their training should give them the upper hand.  
 
      
 
    No sooner had the thought entered his head when he heard a grunt from Fowler and saw the man dropping down to his knees, another bullet striking him in the left shoulder. Two more loud shots rang out and Dixon watched as his fellow soldier took both bullets in the chest, his body falling backwards and landing with a thud on the ground.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly the air was quiet as Dixon stared at the man in uniform. There were still two opponents in the store front and now he was definitely outnumbered. Checking his magazine Dixon counted the bullets and braced himself to open fire. He’d just survived a helicopter crash; surely this wasn’t going to be how his life ended. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Run!” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s shout pierced the air as five gang members suddenly appeared in front of the zoo gates, firing semi-automatic weapons wildly towards the four of them. Len veered immediately to the right, following Harrison as the prepper threw his body behind a novelty visitors sign, holes cut out of animals’ faces for tourists to pose as a lion chasing a zebra.  
 
      
 
    Angelo and Vanessa ran the other way, the group of them scattering as they tried to find cover. Len heard Vanessa scream as a bullet caught her in the back of the leg, causing her to trip and fall to the ground. He watched as Angelo kept running, not even turning back to try and help the poor women as a gang member fired another bullet into her torso, silencing her screams once and for all.  
 
      
 
    There was no time to stop and mourn for the woman though, the flimsy piece of metal Harrison and Len hid behind quickly being dented with bullets from the AR-15 rifles clutched in the gang members’ hands.  
 
      
 
    “Return fire!” Harrison shouted as he poked his Glock out of one of the man-made head holes in the metal and started firing off rounds back at the men with shaven heads.  
 
      
 
    “Get them before they take cover!” 
 
      
 
    Len sprang into action, adrenaline pumping through his veins as he flicked the safety off the 9mm Harrison had given him earlier and started peppering bullets back at the gang. Two of them fell immediately, although Len couldn’t tell whether it was a result of his reckless shooting or Harrison’s precise aim. He kept pulling the trigger though, letting bullet after bullet explode out of the pistol until it clicked empty.  
 
      
 
    Ducking back down below the metal, Len held the gun in two hands, unsure what to do with it. Harrison had briefly shown him how to reload his weapon, but Len didn’t have any ammo and his mind couldn’t remember even the first step he’d been shown.  
 
      
 
    “Here,” Harrison shoved his own Glock into Len’s hands, taking the 9mm from him and quickly and efficiently ejecting and reloading the magazine. Len stared at him in awe for a second before remembering what was happening and carefully edging his head back up to look through a hole.  
 
      
 
    Four bodies lay on the ground near the zoo’s gates, one of them Vanessa’s. Len couldn’t see where the two remaining gang members had moved to, but as Harrison stood up straight beside him and started firing, he followed the older man’s direction. A shout filled the air and Len watched a man fall to the ground, his closely shaven head almost glistening in the moonlight.  
 
      
 
    “By the trees,” Harrison hissed to Len, the zoo falling silent for a brief moment.  
 
      
 
    The quiet wouldn’t last long. All the other gang members would have been alerted by the gunfire and would now be heading in their direction at full speed. Even Len knew that meant they would shortly be surrounded, the cover provided for them from the novelty sign only good in one direction.  
 
      
 
    “We need to move,” Len whispered back at Harrison. “We won’t outnumber him for long.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Harrison nodded after a brief second, “stay with me.” 
 
      
 
    The two of them paused for another couple of seconds before Harrison burst out from behind the sign at full speed, heading toward the gate. Len followed as quickly as he could, the Glock clutched firmly in his right hand as he used his arms to pump by his side, willing his legs to move faster. He didn’t need to worry about firing as Harrison skillfully picked off the final gang member near the gate with a single bullet, not even giving him a chance to raise his rifle as the two of them came into view.  
 
      
 
    Harrison barely slowed down as he continued sprinting for the side gate, the large entrance too heavy and slow for them to open by themselves. Footsteps sounded behind them followed by the clatter of bullets erupting against the gate. Len ducked instinctively, forcing himself not to stop as the gate came within touching distance. Harrison tugged it open and held the metal frame as Len ran through before firing three more bullets back into the zoo as the gate closed.  
 
      
 
    “Where to?”  
 
      
 
    Len panted as he slowed slightly, waiting for Harrison to point him in a direction. The prepper didn’t slow at all, running down the street to the right and only looking back over his shoulder to indicate for Len to follow. In that moment Len trusted Harrison entirely. He still couldn’t believe how he had managed to break into the zoo and rescue him and even more so he couldn’t believe he’d actually chosen to do it. Harrison was more than capable of continuing on his journey to Canada alone and yet he’d chosen to risk his own life to save Len. All the doubts that Len had felt previously about his neighbor faded away, replaced by thankfulness and the promise to repay him somehow.  
 
      
 
    By the time the two of them reached an abandoned house, Len’s legs were close to giving way beneath him. He staggered into the building behind Harrison, gasping for breath but trying to keep his ragged breathing as quiet as possible. Harrison secured the door with three metal bolts and then pushed past Len, climbing the stairs two at a time as he led him upstairs. Only then did he finally sit down and look at Len properly, indicating for him to join him on the floor.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Len whispered quietly after a moment, only speaking once he completely got his breath back.  
 
      
 
    Harrison shrugged, smiled, and put a finger to his lips. “Thank me when we’re sure we’re out of the woods. They’ll be looking for us now.” 
 
      
 
    Len leaned back slightly against the wall and placed Harrison’s Glock on the carpet beside him. Looking around the dimly lit room, the only window too high up on the wall to see through from his position, Len realized that they were in a storage room of some sort. There was a sofa along one wall and boxes piled high throughout, each of them covered in Chinese lettering Len couldn’t understand. Squinting his eyes to see what was in the boxes, Len made out jars of spices and packets of food. There was also a filing cabinet with the bottom drawer open, binders full of paper spilling out.  
 
      
 
    In truth, it didn’t really matter to Len where he was. He was still in awe of the fact Harrison had rescued him. After everything they had needed to do to get out of the zoo, Len highly doubted he would have been able to make it by himself. But now he was out. He was out and the chance of him being reunited with his son had just doubled. Tripled maybe. He was starting to truly believe that with Harrison by his side there was very little they couldn’t accomplish. Running into his house while it was burning down was probably one of the stupidest things Len had ever done, but as it turned out it was also one of the most fortuitous. It had led him to Harrison and for that he was truly grateful.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t try to speak to Harrison again. It was obvious they needed to remain quiet and keep their location hidden. Len also knew he would have plenty of opportunities to talk to the man in the coming days. He decided he would try and learn more about who the prepper was and what his daughter in Canada was like. Harrison wasn’t a natural born conversationalist, but Len felt as if he owed at least that much to the man.  
 
      
 
    Thinking back to everyone he had met since Chicago started collapsing, Len realized that he really had led quite a sheltered life. Harrison had lived down the road from him for over eight years and Len hadn’t even bothered to learn his name. He was a strange man, but after everything they had been through Len could positively call him a decent man.  
 
      
 
    There were plenty of other decent people he’d met briefly on his journey as well. Freddie and Jen, who’d taken the young baby Matthew from him on their way back to Bloomington. Len desperately hoped they had managed to make it and that the baby boy was being brought up in a loving family. Two other families that he’d come across had been kind to him as well, providing him with supplies on his way back to his home. Even earlier before that there had been June, Rory the fire marshal, and other innocent people in the underground car park. Len wondered where they all were now and if they’d managed to find a place of safety.  
 
      
 
    Most of all though—as always—Len thought of his family. He pictured James and Amy sitting in their home in South Haven, none of the damage reaching the quaint lakeside town. He could picture his son peacefully drawing while Amy sat beside him reading a book. It was a beautiful picture in his head and as Len’s eyes started slowly drifting shut he prayed that it was a real one. He knew it was unlikely, but it caused him too much pain to imagine his son going through anything else. Amy was a good mother; she would always protect him but Len desperately needed them to be waiting for him when he finally got to South Haven.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Len. Wake up, Len. It’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice woke Len a few hours later, his neck aching instantly from how he had slept upright against the wall, but the few hours of rest had done him good aside from that. From the small window high on the wall Len could see it wasn’t properly daylight yet, but if Harrison had awakened him, he knew it was for a good reason.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get out of here before it’s completely light out,” Harrison continued. “They’ve been searching most of the night but we can’t stay here forever. They’ll find us eventually if we do.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded and pushed himself to his feet, stretching out his joints and cracking his neck from side to side. Harrison looked awake and ready to go and Len wondered if the old prepper ever slept, his body clearly in peak physical condition for him to keep going through everything.  
 
      
 
    “That’s yours,” Harrison nodded to Len’s side, causing him to turn his head and see what Harrison was referring to.  
 
      
 
    “What the,” Len gasped, “how did you get that?” He couldn’t believe his eyes as he stared at the old rucksack he had packed days ago in Harrison’s bunker. The last Len remembered he was taking it off and laying it on the dock beside him, before Harrison fled into the trees and he was knocked unconscious. His 9mm Beretta pistol was lying beside it, along with the bow and quiver of arrows he had used to defend himself more than once.  
 
      
 
    Harrison grinned and slung his own rucksack over his shoulders. “Those guys aren’t as clever as they like to think,” he said as he fastened the straps tightly around his body, not giving anything else away.  
 
      
 
    Once again, Len couldn’t believe what Harrison was capable of and quickly pulled the rucksack on, feeling the familiar hard corners of his wooden box within it. He couldn’t believe that box was still with him after everything that had happened and as usual, he owed all the thanks to Harrison for it. Once they were out of reach of the gang with shaven heads, Len would make sure to thank him properly for everything. Now, he realized, wasn’t the time or the place.  
 
      
 
    Harrison moved quietly as he led Len back down the stairs and paused by the bolted door. His Glock was clutched in his right hand as usual and Len did the same with the Beretta, the cold metal of the once-frightening weapon now a familiar sensation against his skin. Pulling back the locks both Harrison and Len winced at the sound they made, aware that a gang member could be waiting just around the corner. Thankfully the street was empty and Len followed Harrison’s steps exactly as they turned and started walking away from their overnight hideout.  
 
      
 
    Looking back Len realized it was an old Chinese takeout restaurant and he was reminded of Chinatown in Chicago and how destroyed that place had been. It felt like a lifetime ago that he had made his way through that part of the city, Matthew’s tiny body clutched closely against his chest to protect the young boy from the fires and smoke that ravaged the city.  
 
      
 
    The street Harrison led him down was filled with little shops and small apartments, all of them deserted. Len wondered where all the people had gone. So many had died in Chicago, but this town was much smaller and showed less signs of obvious damage. Had everyone just fled at the first sign of trouble? Len realized that if he had been able to, that would have probably been his first choice. How glad he was that things had worked out differently.  
 
      
 
    Somehow the two of them made it out of Michigan City undetected, choosing to stay away from the shores of Lake Michigan and instead walking down the once-busy highway of East 2nd Street. Cars shielded them from both sides as they walked down the middle, many of them simply abandoned but more which had been burnt down to their metal shells.  
 
      
 
    It was astonishing how much destruction and ruin had resulted from the solar ejection. Even after seeing everything that had happened, Len didn’t really understand what had been the cause of it all. From the radio in his car failing and the television screen cutting out in O’Riley’s to the gas line rupturing and his house going up in flames. Chicago—and most likely the whole country—had spiraled out of control at the drop of a hat. Len could only guess at what their next destination would reveal to them. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredible.”  
 
      
 
    Len looked at Harrison in awe as the older man finished explaining to Len how he’d managed to break into the zoo and find him. Somehow, under the cloak of darkness Harrison had managed to scale a wall into the zoo, finding himself landing in a grassy enclosure, which he quickly learned was populated by zebras and giraffe. Thinking about it, Len knew Harrison had been lucky from the start, the possibility of him climbing into an area with more dangerous animals all too real to think about.  
 
      
 
    Harrison had then explained to Len how he’d performed a quick once-over of the main zoo area, finding one of the Latin Kings sleeping at his post in what had once been an office, Len’s rucksack, bow, and quiver of arrows resting beside the door. Harrison had left the gang member sleeping as he slipped out of the room, also taking with him a tranquilizer gun from the unsuspecting guard and climbing back over the wall to return Len’s possessions to the small room they’d spent the night in.  
 
      
 
    Len was going to question why Harrison hadn’t shot the gang member; at the very least with the tranquilizer gun before realising himself that Harrison’s mission had been one of stealth. Were it not for every one of his carefully planned actions, Len knew he would almost certainly be back in that prison, his own plans for escape nothing more than a desperate pipe dream. 
 
      
 
    It was probably the longest Harrison had ever spoken and Len was eager to get to know his companion a little better. A natural pause in the conversation followed the end of Harrison’s story and Len took the opportunity to mine for more information.  
 
      
 
    “So have you always lived around here then? You seem to know the area pretty well.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison glanced sideways at Len as they walked down the once-busy highway, the road providing them with a fairly straightforward route all the way up the coast to South Haven.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve always lived in Chicago,” Harrison replied nonchalantly. “I’ve traveled around a fair bit though. And anyone can plan a route with a map.” 
 
      
 
    Len laughed, remembering how useless he’d been at navigating a map once on a road trip he took with Amy. Harrison was a hard man to have a conversation with, rarely asking a question in return or offering an answer that would develop into something more. Len knew he’d lived alone—and underground—for a while, but to have a daughter he must have been sufficient at basic human interaction at one point or another.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe I lived just down the road from you all this time,” Len mused. “I’m sorry about that. Never saying hello or anything, you must have thought I was so self-absorbed.”  
 
      
 
    “It’s all right,” Harrison shrugged. “You had your own family and your own problems to deal with.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah. I’d happily take back those problems over this one though. I just hope James and Amy are okay.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure they will be.” Harrison tried to offer Len a reassuring smile. “Your ex seemed like a good woman, I’m sure she’ll be looking after your boy.” 
 
      
 
    “What about you?” Len tried to steer the conversation back to Harrison, dwelling on where Amy and James might be and what they might be facing didn’t sit well with him. “How old is your daughter? Is her mother still around?” 
 
      
 
    A long pause drew out between the two men after Len asked his questions. Immediately he regretted them, wishing he could have gone about them in a more tactful way. Harrison wasn’t the sort of man to just blurt out the answers and Len needed to keep the prepper on his good side. Shuffling along beside him, Len looked to Harrison with an inquisitive yet apologetic gaze.  
 
      
 
    “Nina’s almost thirty now,” Harrison spoke quietly, his eyes glued to the floor as he spoke. “Her mother passed away a while back.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” Len could have kicked himself. It was obvious Harrison’s wife was no longer with him, and whether she was dead or they’d simply separated, neither was a comfortable topic. He knew first-hand how awkward it was for people to ask about your partner when you were no longer together; there was always a sympathetic head nod and a lopsided smile waiting as a response. 
 
      
 
    “It’s in the past now,” Harrison replied swiftly, trying to appear unaffected by the conversation even though Len could see otherwise. “Nina moved out shortly after Sophia passed; I’ve been on my own since then.” 
 
      
 
    Len could almost picture Harrison’s life from before: a happy marriage, a loving daughter. To have everything taken away from him must have been devastating; slowly Len understood that the bunker and all the crazy things Harrison knew must have been his way of dealing with it. While Len had happily turned to drink and the comforting warmth of O’Riley’s, Harrison had followed a different path. It was funny, in a tragic way, how they had both lost loved ones in a similar way and yet their lives had turned out almost completely opposite to one another.  
 
      
 
    “Do you keep in touch?” Len spoke up eventually, not wanting the silence to fall between them again. “With your daughter, I mean?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Harrison shook his head somewhat mournfully. “I tried to at first, but I haven’t spoken to her for years now. To be quite honest with you, I’m not even a hundred percent sure where she’s living now.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Len couldn’t believe it; surely Harrison wouldn’t be trekking across the country if he didn’t know where his daughter would be. “But you know she’s in Canada?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s where she was last,” Harrison nodded. “Toronto. But she could have moved away by now. I honestly don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    “How will you find her?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll just keep looking. I’ve come this far now, not much point just turning around and going home.” 
 
      
 
    It truly did sound crazy to Len what Harrison was doing, but in a strange way it made him admire the man even more. Thinking about it from his own perspective, Len knew that even if he weren’t sure where James was, he would keep searching for him. In fact, he knew that he wasn’t going back to Chicago until he had held his son and made sure he was safe. Harrison’s statement reminded Len that he was a father too and there were things you did for your children that didn’t make complete sense. It was a bond unlike any other. You might choose your partner, but that’s never guaranteed to last. Your child will always be your child, whether you’ve lost touch like Harrison had with his daughter or you moved far away like James had. Thinking about his son, Len realized that it didn’t matter if James was in South Haven, South Carolina, or even the other side of the world. He was going to keep moving toward him, one day at a time and for the rest of his life, if he had to.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you’ll find her,” Len replied eventually. “If anyone can do it, it’s you. I know I’ve thanked you already but seriously, I can’t express how much it means to me that you came back for me in that zoo. If it weren’t for you I’d probably never get the chance to see James again. Truly, I am in your debt.” 
 
      
 
    “Seriously,” Harrison turned his head to look at Len, pulling his eyes from the concrete road they were walking along. “Forget about it. We’re back on track now and hopefully we won’t run into any more of the Latin Kings again.” 
 
      
 
    “The Latin Kings?” Len questioned Harrison’s choice of words for the group of criminals with shaved heads he’d seen far too much of since the collapse. “Is that who they are?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so,” Harrison said half to himself, clearly thinking more about the gang’s name. “I can’t say for sure, but I know those guys have gotten pretty big in Chicago recently. Plus they were all wearing the same colors, and those tattoos they had were more than obvious.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len pondered, “it’s as good a name as any for them. Although I agree, I’ll be happy if I don’t see another one of them for as long as I live.”  
 
      
 
    “The end of the world has that effect on people,” Harrison chuckled slightly to himself. “There’ll be a lot worse out there, I’m telling you.” 
 
      
 
    “The end of the world,” Len repeated Harrison’s words slowly, looking around at the abandoned cars and the still world that passed them by. “Do you really think it’s that bad?” 
 
      
 
    “Afraid so,” Harrison took in a deep breath before he spoke, trying to decide whether to share his true thoughts with Len or not. “This won’t have just been us, Len. South Haven should be all right being a smaller town and all, but all the big cities will be like Chicago. Some probably even worse. This wasn’t some man-made disaster, this was the real deal. Honestly? I’d be surprised if the whole world isn’t affected, not just the States.”   
 
      
 
    Len let the words wash over him like a cold shower, chilling him to his bones. The whole world. It seemed impossible, but Harrison also seemed to know what he was talking about. Len still didn’t understand what had happened with the sun and the power all cutting out—Harrison had half explained it but a lot of the information just went straight over his head. He liked to think that the government would have a plan, but if they’d been equally affected, who knew how long it would take before they could return to normal? Sooner rather than later, Len needed to accept that this was his reality and it wasn’t going to change the next morning.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, look!”  
 
      
 
    Harrison’s tone of voice suddenly changed causing Len to panic slightly before he noticed what his friend was talking about. About a mile further down the highway there was a giant hardware store, the sort of place that sold everything from fishing tackle to home furniture to hunting rifles. Len could see the light spark in Harrison’s eyes as he imagined the bounty they could find inside. It would be a treasure trove, providing looters hadn’t emptied the place out already.  
 
      
 
    “You think that’s still got stuff in it?” Len asked, voicing his concern as Harrison started to pick up his pace beside him.  
 
      
 
    “Only one way to find out!” 
 
      
 
    By the time the two of them reached the hardware store, Len was sweating buckets again. His rucksack was heavy on his back and he doubted whether they could fit anything else inside it, but at least checking out the store would allow him to take it off for a while and get out of the sun. His water was almost empty as well and the hardware store was probably his best opportunity to refill it.  
 
      
 
    “Stay behind me,” Harrison spoke quietly to Len as they approached the store entrance, removing his Glock from its holster and holding it firmly in his right hand. “There could be people inside.” 
 
      
 
    Len hadn’t thought of that possibility and immediately copied Harrison, although opting to string up an arrow in the bow rather than un-holster his pistol. Although Len had confidently fired the 9mm during the escape from the zoo, he still felt more comfortable with the bow.  
 
      
 
    As Harrison pushed open the door and moved inside, his head swung from one side to the other, scoping out the inside and checking for any signs of life. Len could see before he was even completely inside that the whole place had already been ransacked. The cash registers had been ripped open and display cases lay shattered on the floor. Full shelves, almost three times’ Len’s height had been pushed over, all of their contents taken save for a few items trapped beneath the shelves themselves. Harrison led Len on a full circle of the store, checking in the staff room, toilets, and the storage rooms as well before he cleared it and allowed them to relax.  
 
      
 
    “Definitely not the first people to have this idea,” Harrison huffed, placing his hands on his hips as he surveyed the store from beside one of the toppled shelves. “Must still be something left though. I say we search for an hour or so. Good to be out of the midday sun anyway.” 
 
      
 
    Len agreed with Harrison. Although it was another delay in their journey, it was finally one they had made by choice and he was thankful for the short break. Placing his arrow back in the quiver and setting it down against a wall with the bow and his rucksack he cracked his neck and started walking towards one of the shelves, hoping he could leverage some of the boxes free from beneath it.  
 
      
 
    It was hard work. After over half an hour Len couldn’t decide whether he was sweatier inside the hardware store or out of it. He and Harrison had worked together to lift several of the shelves to access the trapped boxes, but none of them had contained anything that Len regarded as very useful. Harrison had salvaged a collapsible fishing rod and some tackle, plus a couple of extra head torches, but aside from that almost everything of value had already been taken. Whoever had been in the store first had done an excellent job, no doubt supplying themselves for weeks, if not months.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s just try that one last box,” Harrison said hopefully as he pointed to the final box trapped underneath another huge metal shelf. It was about two meters long and a little under a foot wide, almost the entire thing wedged beneath unyielding metal. “One more and we’ll get some food then head back on the road.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len wiped a bead of sweat from his brow, the constant heavy lifting not something he’d done since building James’s tree house two years ago.  
 
      
 
    The two men strained against the shelf as they had with the previous ones, using an abandoned crowbar they’d found to leverage the metal. The box was stuck firmly underneath it and it took almost five minutes of effort to lift the shelf just enough for Harrison to kick it to one side, allowing them access to the packaged treasure.  
 
      
 
    “Here goes,” Harrison took in a breath as he opened the box, praying to find something useful inside.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    About an hour later, the two men were back on the road. Their stomachs were fuller from the small meal they’d eaten inside the hardware store, and Harrison had a huge grin on his face. Slung carefully over his shoulder, in a similar fashion to how Len wore the bow and arrows, was a Remington M24A3 sniper rifle. The weapon was chambered for the powerful .338 Lapua Magnum long-range cartridge, giving it a range of 1500 meters. It also came equipped with a fold-down bipod and detachable back-up iron sights to increase the scope on the already impressive firearm. 
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t believe they’d found it, Harrison’s face lighting up like he was a kid on Christmas morning at the sight of the gun. Len had argued that it might be too heavy to carry with them, or make them more of a target if they came across anyone else, but Harrison refused to leave the gun behind. He knew it would provide them with a great advantage if they were approaching hostile towns and besides, Remington Arms was one of his favorite firearms manufacturers. The weapon deserved to be in the hands of someone who would show it the proper respect. 
 
      
 
    They looked a formidable pair as they walked down the center of the highway, each of them kitted out and ready for whatever came their way. It had happened before—where Len had set out on a journey with Harrison—but this time felt different. This time they weren’t just leaving his street in Chicago, they were really going somewhere and something told Len they were going to make it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Solar Crash Book 3 
 
    Available Now! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Other Post-Apocalyptic Books from Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
    Final Dawn: The Complete Original Series Box Set 
 
    Clocking in at nearly 300,000 words with over 250,000 copies sold, this is the complete collection of the original bestselling post-apocalyptic Final Dawn series. If you enjoy gripping, thrilling post-apocalyptic action with compelling and well-written characters you’ll love Final Dawn. 
 
      
 
    Final Dawn: Arkhangelsk: The Complete Trilogy Box Set 
 
    The Arkhangelsk Trilogy is the first follow-up series set in the bestselling Final Dawn universe and delivers more thrills, fun and just a few scares. The crew of the Russian Typhoon submarine Arkhangelsk travel to a foreign shore in search of survivors, but what the find threatens their fragile rebuilding efforts in the post-apocalyptic world. 
 
      
 
    No Sanctuary 
 
    A nationwide terrorist attack has left the country in shambles and the country's transportation capabilities are crippled beyond repair. Frank Richards barely escapes with his life when he watches his truck explode in front of his eyes. As chaos descends across the country, Frank's home-grown survival and preparedness training and the help of a mysterious stranger he meets are the only things he can rely on to see him safely across the thousand miles separating him and his loved ones. 
 
      
 
    Surviving the Fall 
 
    Surviving the Fall is an episodic post-apocalyptic series that follows Rick and Dianne Waters as they struggle to survive after a devastating and mysterious worldwide attack. Trapped on the opposite side of the country from his family, Rick must fight to get home while his wife and children struggle to survive as danger lurks around every corner. 
 
      
 
    Prip’Yat: The Beast of Chernobyl 
 
    Two teens and two Spetsnaz officers travel to the town of Prip’Yat set just outside the remains of the Chernobyl power plant. The teens are there for a night of exploration. The special forces are there to pursue a creature that shouldn’t exist. This short thriller set around the site of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster will keep your heart racing right through to the very end. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Other Fantasy Books from Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
    The Makeshift Wizard: Death Magic 
 
    The Makeshift Wizard series is a new action-packed urban fantasy series from bestselling post-apocalyptic author Mike Kraus writing as MJ Kraus.  
 
    My job was supposed to be easy. Investigate a bleed farm, find the a-hole vamps who've been kidnapping Normals and bring down some street justice. Now I've got a relic in my hands that was created with the blood and death magic of an elder Vampire and a whole lot more questions than answers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



THE 
 
    FALL 
 
      
 
    SOLAR CRASH 
 
    Book 2 
 
      
 
    By 
 
    E S Richards 
 
    Mike Kraus 
 
      
 
      
 
    © 2019 Muonic Press Inc 
 
      
 
    www.muonic.com  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    www.MikeKrausBooks.com 
 
    hello@mikeKrausBooks.com 
 
    www.facebook.com/MikeKrausBooks 
 
      
 
    No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, without the permission in writing from the author. 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg





