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        The Day Of…

      

      

      

      When Eleanor White rushed into work that day, she had no idea she was never going to leave again.

      It was a sunny summer’s day. These sunny spells had been few and far between in Britain for the last few years. Usually got the occasional nice day here and there, and that was it. A few days of sun then back to the rainy, grey normality people were so used to and so sick of.

      That said, they were in the midst of what Eleanor called a “real summer” right now. Naturally, she didn’t enjoy it as much when she was working. The office was sweltering hot. The air con was apparently working fine, but she wasn’t stupid. The company she worked for, Wisdom’s Construction, were scrimping when it came to keeping those in the office well catered for. Even the construction teams they had on site weren’t getting the kind of money or love they used to get.

      But everything was going to change for Eleanor today.

      Everything was going to change because she was on the verge of being promoted.

      She’d heard rumours of her promotion a few days back. Keith, her boss, had told her there was a post as senior team leader becoming available with her colleague Connie leaving, and that they weren’t even going to be running interviews because they already had someone lined up.

      Eleanor saw how Keith had smiled and right then, at that moment, her suspicion began to grow.

      Today was the day. She’d got a message from Keith when she woke up. “Come in for 8 today. Surprise for you.”

      It helped that Keith fancied her a little, of course. Which gave his message a slightly creepy undertone. But hey. We had to do what we had to do to get by in this world, right?

      She’d rushed up an hour earlier and thrown herself into her car without even doing her makeup. She knew what Keith’s message was about. She was certain of it now. Initial suspicion had grown into full-blown certainty.

      So her only priority was getting to work on time and getting her job in the bag.

      The first sign that today wasn’t going to be an ordinary day was the state of the motorway exit she was supposed to be turning off at.

      Cars were stuck, totally static for miles. There’d been some kind of accident up ahead. Eleanor found herself cursing, burning up as she sat there in the driver’s seat, windows open and air con at full blast regardless of all the things she’d heard about that being a less than ideal solution. She dabbed her clammy head with a cool water bottle, but even that didn’t seem to be doing much good.

      As she sat there, waiting for the traffic to move, she thought about messaging Keith. Because she was going to be late, no doubt about that.

      But then she found her thoughts wandering to the last time she’d been stuck in a traffic jam like this. The day her mum died. The rush to get to her when she’d called, to make sure she was okay. The lack of signal, making calling an ambulance impossible—even though the emergency services were supposed to be available without any network reception.

      That sense of dread when she’d finally reached her house… and when she’d found her lying there, right by the front door, hand outstretched, phone on the floor.

      She’d never forgiven herself for that. She’d never forgive herself for that.

      She heard a honk behind her, which startled her back into the present moment.

      The traffic ahead was moving again. Creeping, not exactly moving fast, but moving all the same.

      Relief filled Eleanor’s body as she accelerated, keeping with the steady flow of traffic. Today wasn’t going to be like that day two years ago. Today was going to be different. She was going to get to work on time. She was going to find out all about her promotion. And she was going to boss this office, putting down her stamp very firmly onto it.

      She turned into the car park ten minutes ahead of time. Remarkable really, considering how much traffic she’d been stuck in. As she walked, she thought she saw something curious above. A strange hue to the sky, that was the only way she could describe it. Like a greenish tinge.

      And she saw a couple of other things up the road, too. Movement. Vehicles. They looked military.

      She didn’t think much else of it as she stepped inside the work’s building and made her way over to the lift.

      She pushed the button and waited. Wisdom’s Construction’s offices were on the third floor. She knew she should start taking the stairs. She was getting a little chubby around the ankles, and all kinds of fitness gurus claimed that climbing the stairs was the first step to glory.

      But right now, as she stood in the corridor adjusting her hair, she didn’t want to get herself any more sweaty, any more worked up. She’d rushed out in the first place. She should’ve taken some of that time in her car to apply a little make-up. Wasn’t like she’d been lacking time or anything.

      The lift doors pinged open. Eleanor stepped inside, hit “3”, then waited as the doors came to a halt and the lift sparked to life. She added a little lipstick. Nothing too garish, just enough to add a spark of charm to her. She was a good-looking woman; she knew that. Bright blue eyes, which contrasted well with a darker shade of lipstick. She knew her strengths, and she played to them.

      The lift stopped. And when it did, there was a pause. A moment where the lift door didn’t open at all.

      Eleanor hit the open switch. Waited for the doors to oblige.

      Nothing.

      A little tension built up in Eleanor’s chest. A memory of a time she’d been stuck in a lift in one of those underground cave experiences years ago. She’d waited there two hours before someone came and helped her out. They were the longest two hours of her life.

      She tried the open button again. And she started to wonder whether this could be serious. Whether maybe, just maybe, there’d been some major fault—and just what repercussions it was going to have on the rest of her day.

      Her heart began to race. Her body started to grow clammy. Anxiety crept in like it was being injected into her veins.

      She was beginning to lose her cool completely when the door pinged and opened, revealing the third-floor offices to her.

      She stepped inside, relieved that she’d made it.

      “Hey, Eleanor,” Martin said. He was a short, squat man with a mod haircut. Spent the bulk of his life working at this place—and he’d been alive far longer than he was trying to suggest with that haircut. “Ready for the big surprise?”

      Eleanor stumbled a bit as she went to sit down. She frowned. How did Martin know? Was he in on it too? “Big surprise?”

      Martin’s smile widened. “You didn’t get a message from Keith? You’re in a bloody minority then.”

      The tension that’d stirred up in the lift ignited in Eleanor once again. If everyone in the office had got a message from Keith about a surprise, then what was this? Was announcing her promotion really something to make such a group text fuss about?

      She heard footsteps. A throat being cleared.

      When she turned and saw Keith standing there, smile on his face, she knew it was time to find out.

      Keith was tall, bald and overweight. She could smell his sweat from here. He was really the epitome of unattractiveness. But he seemed to think the pair of them had some kind of rapport.

      But then… this group message. What was it about?

      “So I’m sure you’re all keen to know about the big surprise,” Keith said.

      “Too right,” Martin said.

      Eleanor muttered something unkind under her breath.

      Keith rubbed his hands together. “Well… I’ve booked the Go Ape activity track for our summer fun day again!”

      Whooping around the office. Cheers. Claps.

      But all Eleanor could do was sit there and stare.

      Totally silent.

      Totally emotionless.

      This couldn’t be it. He had to be screwing with her.

      “Oh,” Keith said, looking directly at Eleanor now. “And one more thing.”

      This was it. Here it came…

      “Connie’s not leaving after all. She’s staying on as team leader. Three cheers to continuity, huh?”

      A more muted reaction to this news.

      But none more muted than Eleanor’s reaction.

      She watched as Keith turned away. Looked over at Connie’s vacant desk and felt a burning inside.

      When she looked around, she saw Martin holding a monkey mask over the top half of his face, smirk wide.

      She hadn’t wanted to punch anyone more than she did right now.

      

      After the longest day ever came to a close, Eleanor looked back at the office. It’d been a hard one to take. She felt exhausted, in all truth. She’d been so convinced that her promotion day was here. How wrong had she been? Just how badly had she interpreted the signals?

      She staved off the tears, swallowed a lump in her throat, nodding to the cleaner on her way out. She was just eager to get back home, to have a couple of glasses of wine and put this whole sorry mess behind her.

      She stepped inside the lift, pushed the “ground floor” button and watched as the doors slammed shut.

      When the lift reached the ground floor, the doors didn’t open.

      She tried the button again.

      It didn’t work.

      And again.

      It still didn’t work.

      She put her head in her hands and sighed.

      It looked like she might be here for a while again.

      One of those days.

      One of those goddamned days.

      

      Three days later, Eleanor pressed the button to open the lift door with her shaky finger.

      Nothing happened.

      She let out a breath, gasped through cracked lips, and then her weakened body went still.

      This time, she knew she wasn’t getting out.
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        Day Five…

      

      

      

      Mike looked at the village store in the distance, and he hoped that he was the first to come across it.

      It was early morning. The birds were singing at full song. They didn’t have a clue anything was different in this world. They didn’t know what had changed. All they knew was that the world was a lot quieter. A lot more silent.

      It was back to how it used to be many years ago. Back before cars, before electricity, before technology. Back before humans made a muddy footprint of the natural world.

      Back to quiet.

      The sun beamed down on the back of Mike’s neck. He’d remembered to put some cream on, something a lot of people wouldn’t have anywhere near the top of their list of priorities right now. Avoiding sunstroke was important. Avoiding any kind of illness or sickness was important.

      It was five days into the new world, after all, and things didn’t seem like they were changing.

      At least, not for the better.

      He looked down at the knife in his hand. A Becker BK2. He’d been home a couple of days ago, after the chaos began, and dug out some extra supplies he’d overlooked the first time he’d been back. After all, he’d been pretty focused on finding his daughter the last time he’d been there.

      He felt guilty for holding the knife. After all, the owner of this shop was no doubt a decent person. He was looking after his property and his supplies, just defending himself and what was his.

      But that was the problem. This wasn’t a world where “good” people survived. This wasn’t a world where the old morals and ethics reigned supreme anymore.

      This was a world where those willing to do the dirty things made it. A world where those willing to take thrived.

      There was a fine line between just surviving and outright Darwinian survival of the fittest. Mike was doing his best to make sure he didn’t descend into the abyss of power and control anytime soon.

      He looked over his shoulder. His daughter and the rest of his people were back at the camp they’d set up. He’d come out extra early to get this done, hoping that he could take the shop by surprise. He had three things, the most important things—an empty bag, a crowbar, and his knife.

      And he’d use them. He couldn’t be cowardly about that. He couldn’t back away from the perils of duty.

      He’d do whatever he had to do to survive.

      To keep those he cared about alive.

      He looked left and right. The village looked quiet. That was how it was always going to go, really. The cities were the places that destroyed themselves. The smaller towns… well, some pandemonium would erupt, but they’d do a better job of keeping their shit together, for a little while longer at least.

      But the villages, they weren’t as reliant on technology. They didn’t need social media and online deliveries to make it.

      They had each other.

      Mike was going to exploit that for all it was worth.

      He had no choice but to.

      Seeing his route was clear, Mike made his way down the side of the hill, towards the shop. The further he got, the more his tension grew, and the more his uncertainty built up. There could be someone already in the shop, watching, waiting for him to fall into their trap.

      He had to be ready to defend himself.

      He had to be ready to fight.

      When he got closer to the store, he realised something that he’d been blind to when he’d stood up the hill—even though he had used binoculars. The shutter at the side of the shop. It was only partly down. There was a gap. A chance to shove his crowbar in and lift it up.

      That’s what he had to do.

      He made his way towards the shop. Stuck his crowbar into the gap, checking once again to make sure he was definitely all clear.

      And then when he was certain, he yanked up the crowbar and lifted the metal shutters.

      He checked inside. All dark. All clear.

      And then he pulled himself underneath and landed inside the store.

      The store had a creepy air to it, which he didn’t like one bit. The shelves were mostly still stocked, which was something to marvel at five days after the EMP. Most places would be ransacked by now, supermarkets in particular. But even the smaller places would be mostly emptied by now.

      Whoever was defending this place was doing a good job.

      Which meant he had to be quick.

      He rushed his way through the shelves. He grabbed all sorts of food items he knew would be advantageous in this world of survival on the road. Peanut butter, crackers, packets of pistachios and cashews. Boxes of nutritional cereal, tins of tuna, and packets of dried fruit. They were simple things, sure. But they were the kind of things that were going to take them a long way.

      Sure, he was making the transition to hunting already. He had to, after all. He knew a few traps and tricks. A few variations of snare traps, which admittedly were harder to set up in practice than they were on paper.

      But even hunting wasn’t a long-term solution. Hunting is of course a viable option, and way more viable than relying on supermarket and shop shelves—as well as the kitchens and pantries of empty homes. But of those people who didn’t die of starvation in the early days, the rest of the survivors would turn to hunting, leaving the population of animals like deer totally decimated in no time.

      It was a scary thought. But it was even more of a reason to make a move towards growing and gathering food as soon as possible—even if this wasn’t a long-term thing as he thought it might be.

      But still, the ready availability of foods like this was going to take them that bit further.

      He felt his bag weighed down. Thought about zipping it up and getting out of here, tension growing, everything feeling more intense.

      But then he saw the next aisle.

      He saw some dental floss right along the aisle. He knew how handy that would be. He could use it for all kinds of purposes: fishing gear, starting fires, integrating into his snare traps, as well as stitching and even handcuffing if he needed to.

      He should get out of here. Should walk away.

      But he found himself drawn towards it.

      He grabbed the dental floss. Grabbed plenty of it, knowing damn well it’d be the last thing a lot of people thought of. He stuffed it into his rucksack.

      Then he zipped up the rucksack and made his way back towards the end of the aisle.

      That’s when he saw him.

      He was standing there and he was shaking.

      Tears were streaming down his cheeks.

      He was holding a rifle.

      And he was barely out of his teens.

      “Drop it,” he muttered. But he didn’t sound threatening. He sounded afraid.

      That’s when the smell hit him.

      The smell from the back of the store.

      The smell of death.

      “Drop—drop it. Please.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Narrowed his eyes.

      He went to descend.

      And then he threw himself to his right.

      He heard a blast. Heard something ricochet against the metal, confirming his suspicions that the gun was real.

      And as he moved, he acted out of reaction more than anything. He acted out of self-preservation.

      He kicked the shelves of the aisle the kid was in.

      He kicked it hard.

      He heard another blast. Heard a shout.

      And then he heard a crash as the shelves fell to the floor.

      He clambered halfway out of the window.

      When he looked back, he saw the shelves had fallen.

      An arm sticking out. Twitching. Struggling.

      He waited there for a few seconds. Watched the person struggling away, watched the arm waving and slapping at the floor.

      He waited until it went still.

      Then, he waited a little longer and climbed back inside.

      He looked down at the arm, totally still. The body beside it, trapped and suffocated underneath the shelves.

      Then he looked at the gun. Out of bullets. Totally out.

      One bullet. One sacred bullet, and he’d wasted it.

      What a shame.

      But still, he reached for it.

      Still, he picked it up.

      He never knew when he might need it.

      He felt a sour taste fill his mouth. Tension invaded his body. Guilt overrode all his senses.

      But all he could do, as he held on to his bag, was take a deep breath.

      All he could do was climb out of the window, supplies in tow.

      This was life in the new world.

      This was survival now.
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      When Mike reached the camp, he tried to push the memory of what’d happened back at the village store right out of his mind.

      The weather had gone overcast. Clouds were hiding the sun from the sky. As Mike looked up and felt a chill from the breeze, a thought came to his mind in one, stark word: winter. Because they’d been fortunate. They’d been fortunate that the EMP had struck in a warm spell. It was one of the few things they could actually be thankful for in all of this sorry mess of affairs.

      But winter would come. As nice as it was right now, they couldn’t deny its steady progression forever. The longest day of the year had already passed. From here on, it was a nosedive towards gradually colder weather.

      The days would be manageable, as long as the snow and the frost held off. Which was optimistic to say the least. But the nights… the nights were going to be difficult with absolute certainty.

      It was crucial that if this EMP outage was going to last, they had somewhere they could call home for winter. Somewhere things were growing. A farm that already had all its reserves in place.

      Somewhere they could survive.

      He took a deep breath, shook his head. He was getting caught up in something that wasn’t even here yet. Better to think about surviving these early days first before jumping to a hypothetical winter.

      There was something else bothering Mike, though, as he made his way through the camp. And it was something that all of them were going to realise in time. There was a chance this wasn’t just a one-year thing. There was a chance it wasn’t just a one winter thing. There was a chance that this was forever.

      And that adaptation to a new existence… that wasn’t going to be easy. As people living in the twenty-first century, they’d had it easy, really. They’d had it handed to them on a plate for so many years.

      But things had changed. And the vast majority of people weren’t going to be able to adapt to that change, that was for sure.

      He thought about the gun in his rucksack, totally free of ammo. They’d been so close to gathering guns after their showdown with the prisoners on the first day. Problem was, once the fire at the log cabin went out, it became immediately clear that the fallen had completely depleted themselves of ammunition.

      Mike had taken three of the rifles along with him. Partly to intimidate, but also with hope they might find some ammo at some stage, too.

      But on the third day, they’d ended up in a shitty situation with a group of leechy looters and found themselves robbed in the night.

      Richard had been the one who’d failed to keep watch properly, and had given up the guns in the hope that they wouldn’t take the rest of their supplies too—which turned out to be the case.

      So there were pluses and minuses to every situation.

      He reached the first of the tents and he saw Holly in there.

      She was lying on her back, staring into space. Richard, who Mike had run into on the road, was by her side. They were both drinking.

      Mike scratched the side of his head. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t drink in the day.”

      Holly shrugged. “What do you care?”

      Mike felt tension inside. After all, he’d given everything to make sure Holly was safe. He’d fought his way through the elements and through the treachery of this new world to find her. He’d almost died for her.

      And while initially, there’d been a renewed bond between the two, it hadn’t taken long for old habits and old arguments to creep into their conversations.

      “I care a lot,” Mike said. “Drink makes you sluggish. You can’t afford to be sluggish. Especially not first thing in the bloody morning, anyway.”

      Holly shrugged and took a swig of the drink. “Morning. Night. What does it even matter anymore?”

      It was the defiance of the way Holly took that swig of drink that got to Mike more than anything. He knew there were sensible ways to react. Better allocations of his energy.

      But he was caught in the moment right now.

      He lunged for the bottle of booze. Grabbed it, smashed it on the ground.

      “There,” he said. “That’ll do it.”

      Holly glared back at him, cheeks flushed. From some of the other tents they’d set up, Kumal, Harriet, Gina and Alison emerged. Arya, their adopted Siberian Husky, was by Alison’s side.

      “You’re a bastard for that,” Holly said.

      “Yeah, well, I’m your dad. And whether you like it or not, the new world doesn’t change that.”

      “The amount of times I wanted to do that to your drink after Mum died. The amount of times I wanted to smash all of your bottles up because you weren’t there for me…”

      Mike felt the sting of Holly’s words. He wanted to deny them, to resist them, but he knew she was right. He’d failed in his duty as a father to her after the death of his wife, Caitlin, several months ago. He’d turned to drink. Withdrawn himself from his responsibilities. Neglected his daughter, no doubt about it.

      But he’d been trying. Trying to make amends. Trying to be a better guy now this new world was here.

      It just so happened that there was only so much a pan of water could bubble up before the lid fell off completely.

      “Now’s not the time to talk about the past,” Mike said. He lifted the bag of supplies he’d gathered. “I checked out that shop down the hill this morning.”

      Alison stepped forward, frowning. “You what?”

      “I went down there,” Mike said. “Couldn’t sleep, so I scouted it out for a while.”

      “And?”

      Mike remembered the way the kid had stood there holding that gun. The flashback to the scene of conflict he’d been in while in Afghanistan. The way that war had shaped him in so many unsavoury ways.

      He remembered the boy’s twitching arm, empty rifle by his side.

      Then he pushed the thought out of his mind because there was no point in clinging to it. There was nothing to be gained from ruminating in bad thoughts.

      “I got some supplies,” Mike said. He lifted some of the kit out of his rucksack, as well as the rifle. “That’s the main thing, right?”

      There was silence around the group then. And Mike sensed it was because they knew. They knew something had gone down. They knew something bad had happened. They knew Mike was hiding something.

      But they were all going to have secrets to hide in this new world. That was just the way of things.

      “Sneak a bottle of booze in there while you were at it?” Holly asked.

      Mike turned around. Narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      Richard put a hand on Holly’s arm. “Holly—”

      She yanked her arm away. “No,” she said. “No, he deserves to hear it. So come on. What did you do? Did you get up for a nice morning drink?” She stepped up to Mike now. “Did you hurt someone, hmm? Take something, because we’re so different to everyone else? Did you kill some—”

      Mike couldn’t stop himself.

      He swung a hand at Holly’s face.

      The crack punctuated the silence. Some shrieks of shock and disapproval.

      But Mike wasn’t messing around. Not anymore.

      “You should be grateful,” he said, pointing at Holly. “I saved your bloody life.”

      And then he turned away and walked off towards his tent.

      He might’ve been reunited with his daughter.

      But their relationship was far from salvaged.
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      Mike sat and stared into the fading embers of the campfire, almost certain he was headed for another sleepless night.

      It was quite beautiful, really. The stars above, they glowed with such intensity. You didn’t even have to look closely to see all the constellations. In the past, you could find patches like this, where the skies were so unpolluted. But there were always gaps where light shone up from somewhere, breaking through the perfect bed of faraway worlds.

      Mike found himself looking up from the fire towards them upon occasion. He saw things flying past. Meteors. He swore he even saw the International Space Station up there at one point. He wondered how scared they would be, the astronauts up there, how afraid they would be. They’d been completely cut off from the world below. What would they know? Would they know anything? Or would they still be up there, waiting for some kind of signal?

      The thought that they were probably going to die up there filled Mike with fear. After all, they didn’t have a world out there to hunt in. They didn’t have supplies to salvage. They were totally self-contained.

      But then what was so different to that and the vast majority of people down here on Earth?

      People reliant on carefully packaged food and supermarkets acting as the middlemen, taking the reality out of the hunt, out of everything.

      Really, the majority of people were just as lost as the people up there.

      Only difference was, down here, everyone was fighting for a limited supply.

      “Struggling sleeping?”

      Alison’s voice made Mike jump. She had a knack for alarming him like that. She was crouching down by his side, then lying back, staring up at the stars. She didn’t look him in the eyes. In the few days of knowing her, Mike knew this was something she did when she had something on her mind.

      Probably something to do with him.

      “Always struggling to sleep,” Mike said. “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to try, though.”

      “Was that a dig at me?” Alison said.

      “Not at all.”

      “It’s just… don’t forget. The second that power comes back on, you’re going right back in those handcuffs.”

      Mike smirked. It was strange, how he and Alison had met. He’d been arrested for dangerous driving over the limit. He was an idiot for doing that, no doubt. But he’d been doing it because he was desperate to get to his daughter’s ballet performance.

      He’d got there. Late. It was only on the way back that Alison had pulled him over, breathalysed him, and revoked his licence on the spot.

      And then, you know. The usual. A plane slamming into the police station, marking the beginning of the EMP outage.

      Alison sighed. And that was it. That was the moment where Mike sensed something was coming.

      “Go on,” he said. “Get it off your chest.”

      She didn’t mince her words. “What happened earlier, with Holly. That wasn’t on, Mike.”

      Mike felt his stomach turn. He closed his eyes, turned away from Alison. “She’s my daughter.”

      “And I’m not criticising your ability to raise your daughter.”

      “It sounds like you are to me.”

      “I’m just saying… the girl’s going through a lot. It’s not easy for any of us to adapt to this world. Imagine what it’s like for a sixteen-year-old. She should be going to parties, gossiping with the girls. Instead, she’s stuck in a world where there are no superficial relationships or friendships. A world where survival is a very real thing, now. Where it’s the only thing.”

      Mike opened his eyes again. Took a deep breath. Maybe he had been harsh on Holly. He hadn’t intended to slap her, after all. He’d never so much as raised a hand at her before that point in her entire life.

      But it was just the way she dug up the past. The way she knocked the head off his scab of guilt that he thought had healed.

      He just needed to stop her speaking.

      “Whatever happened with your wife,” Alison said. “Whatever… whatever happened in the wake of her death. However it was handled. However things were between you. That takes healing, from a point like that. And if you ask me, it sounds like you haven’t healed yet.”

      Mike wanted to argue Alison’s words. He wanted to tell her that things were okay between them. That they were just working their way through the issues at their own pace.

      But he’d slapped his daughter. He’d slapped her and how was that ever going to repair things?

      “I just want her to appreciate I saved her bloody life,” Mike said.

      “She shouldn’t have to appreciate it, Mike. You shouldn’t have to do anything for her to know you care.”

      Mike’s mind went still, then. His thoughts were stopped in his tracks. Because he heard something. A truth. A truth in what Alison was saying.

      He’d been trying to get Holly to see how much he cared. He’d been trying to get her to see just how important she was to him.

      But really, that should just be a natural thing. It shouldn’t be something he had to prove.

      “Get some sleep, Mike,” Alison said. “We need to start thinking about… about the next step.”

      The next step. Three words Mike didn’t even want to consider.

      Because accepting there was a next step in any of this was just as difficult to him as it was to everyone.

      Accepting a next step meant accepting another day of this abnormality.

      This new normality.

      “I’ll try,” Mike said.

      Alison didn’t respond.

      She just got up, walked back towards the tents, and Mike was surrounded by silence once again.

      He opened his eyes. Sat up. Looked at the embers, then back up at the stars.

      He wanted to fix things. He wanted to make things right with Holly.

      But as he stared up there and searched for some trace of Caitlin, he found himself falling short, once again, like he always did.

      Adapting to this new world wasn’t going to be easy for any of them.

      The difficulty had only just begun.
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      Carey Hertfordshire watched the mass of rioters stagger towards her and she knew there was only one thing she could do if things went too far.

      It was late afternoon. The power had been out for five whole days. The first day was bizarre—a lot of her co-workers in the armed response unit had gone home to their families, promising to return but never resurfacing. She didn’t have the luxury of a family to go back to, so she’d stayed in work with the rest of the poor souls who were married to their job.

      And as soon as the chaos broke out, it became pretty clear that order needed to be restored, and that they were going to have to take matters into their own hands to preserve it.

      There were scurries of tension on the first couple of days. A few fights to settle down here and there, but mostly people were clinging on to their sense of dignity; their sense of pride. There was tension. There was conflict. But there was hope, too. A hope that eventually, things would get better. Things would resolve.

      But this was the fifth day. And when the power didn’t come on, things changed.

      The supermarket shelves were being looted left, right, and centre. Buildings were being burned. Windows were being smashed, and properties were being destroyed.

      It didn’t take long for the world to turn upside down, that was something Carey realised now. It was amazing, just how in control you thought things were. All it took was a blackout and a lack of communication for a few days for people to start tearing each other apart.

      The fear, that’s what it was. The fear for their safety; the fear for their lives. Because the longer time went on without any power and without any word from the outside, the clearer it became that things weren’t going to go back to normal. That normalcy wasn’t going to be restored.

      And some people saw that as an opportunity rather than a hindrance.

      Carey stood outside the large supermarket. There was a mass of people outside. Some of them were throwing stuff; others were spitting. They were all from different walks of life, different backgrounds. But they all had one thing in common: they were scared, and they were angry.

      “Why the fuck are you letting us starve like this?”

      “Let us the hell inside!”

      Carey heard the shots as she stood there, SIG MCX semi-automatic rifle in her hands. By her side, Martin, Bethany, Harrison. She knew they were outnumbered vastly. And she knew there was only so much standing tall with her shoulders pulled back could do against an oncoming crowd.

      And the rifles, too. You weren’t supposed to fire them at people unless they posed a distinct danger to lives of others around them… like in a terrorist situation, or something like that.

      But if needs be, that’s what they’d just have to do.

      They had to adapt to the rules of the new world, no matter how long it might last.

      “You need to understand that looting is illegal,” Carey shouted, hoping to strike a chord with the mad crowds. “The power might be out. But the best thing you can do right now is be orderly. We’re going to distribute rations, make sure the food goes out evenly—”

      “Screw that!” someone shouted. “It’s been days!”

      “And what if I don’t get any? What if my children don’t get any?”

      The voices came back at her again. Dissent in the air. There were fights breaking out amidst the crowd. And as Carey looked at these people—professional people, people who had never been in trouble in their lives—she thought about just giving up. Allowing them to pile into this store—one of the few that hadn’t already been totally ransacked—and loot it for all it was worth. After all, who was she to hold up the moral card anymore?

      But then she remembered her role. She remembered her duty. She remembered her promise to protect and uphold the law, no matter what.

      “We’ll make sure things are distributed evenly,” Carey said. “Nobody has to go hungry here.”

      There was a brief respite in the shouts and the protesting. A standstill, almost. And as the standstill went on, Carey started to believe that perhaps the impossible was true. Perhaps this situation could be salvaged. Perhaps nobody had to get hurt here. Perhaps order could be upheld.

      Then a tall, long-haired man stepped forward, stared right at her. In his hand, he held an axe.

      “I see what this is,” he said. “It’s a coup. A police coup. Because look at ‘em. They might be in their uniforms, holding their guns. But they’re just as lost as we are. They’re just as screwed as we are. And they’re trying to take advantage of us. We can’t stand for that!”

      Carey heard the cheers of approval. She heard the rallying cries; saw the crowd united in action and determination.

      And she felt every muscle in her body tense.

      “So I say we go in there,” the man shouted. “I say we knock these bastards down and we go in there and we take what we can. And we’ll make sure everyone gets enough to get by. We’ll be the ones who decide what’s enough. Because they aren’t the ones in charge. They might be standing there all authoritarian and all official, but they don’t have no power at all. You with me?”

      Claps. Cheers. Applause.

      And then the very thing that Carey had been dreading all along.

      The crowd began to step forward.

      Carey’s body tensed. She found herself lifting her gun, almost out of reflex than anything.

      And it worked. To an extent, it worked. A few people stopped moving. A few stopped progressing. A few looked at her with total fear.

      But the majority looked on with disgust.

      Like her lifting her weapon was even more of a reason to resist.

      The crowd came charging forward. The hairs on Carey’s arms stood on end. She saw the rest of her unit standing there in the same position, all looking at one another, all curious as to what to do next.

      “What do we do?” Bethany asked, her voice cracking with trepidation.

      The people charged forward, just metres away now. Some of them holding weapons. Some of them throwing stuff. All of them determined.

      “Carey?” Bethany said. “What do we do?”

      Carey swallowed a lump in her throat.

      She thought about her promise to protect people. To keep people safe.

      And then she thought about her promise to uphold the law.

      She closed her eyes. Took a deep breath.

      Opened her eyes again. “We uphold the law.”

      Then, she pulled the trigger.

      She watched as the bullets pelted into the crowd. She heard the gasps of pain, watched as they fired from such close range against people’s faces, into their eyes, knocking them to the ground. She watched the blood splatter everywhere. Tasted it in the air, like rusty metal.

      She listened as her companions fired, too. As they shot at the engulfing crowd.

      And as the bullets cut through the screaming mass of people, Carey knew one thing for certain.

      Things had changed.

      The world had changed.

      And it was never going to be the same again.
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      Holly held her breath as she tried to set up the trap, but the memory of her confrontation with Dad yesterday was still strong in her mind.

      It was morning and it was a nice one at that. She’d got up early, before everyone else, to attempt to set up a trap that Dad had taught her about, to prove her worth more than anything. It was a simple spring snare that was apparently good for catching rabbits and potentially even larger things like deer. It functions by setting off a trigger, which pulls the animal into the air when they are caught. There are obvious pitfalls—if you’re trying to catch something larger, you need a branch that will be strong enough to hold it, after all. And there is every chance the cord will snap and leave the animal with it wrapped around their neck—but off in the wild.

      And to be honest, Holly didn’t even know where to start. Just that she had to try. She had to persevere if she wanted to make it in this world.

      When the branch snapped, she let out a sigh and dropped the floss that she was using as the cord.

      She sat there on the dry earth and listened to the birdsong. She could still feel a stinging on her face where her dad had slapped her yesterday. She’d felt mad at him at the time. After all, what right did anyone have to slap her?

      But then… thinking about it, she knew she’d acted rash with him. She knew she’d said some things that she regretted, and that she wanted to take back.

      It was just hard.

      Adapting to all of this… it was hard.

      She heard footsteps over to her left.

      She froze. Looked around. It could be a rival group. It could be anyone. After what’d happened to Benny and what’d happened in the standoff with the prisoners, she wasn’t taking any chances.

      But when she turned, she saw Harriet stumble through the trees.

      She smiled at Holly, waved. And Holly found herself feeling something strange about Harriet again. She’d never been fond of her, in all truth. She always came across like she was trying to upstage Holly in everything she did. And, quite frankly, that she didn’t like her very much.

      But Holly had learned a few things about Harriet. Things about her family life, about her past. And those things had changed her perspective of her.

      So much so that weirdly, she felt closer to Harriet than she did to anyone.

      “Someone’s up early,” Harriet said.

      Holly shrugged. “Sun’s risen. Figured I’d make an early start.”

      “The sun rises at like, quarter-to-way-too-early in the summer. Doesn’t mean you spring up and into action right away. What you up to?”

      Holly looked at the snapped floss, the broken branch. “To be honest, I’m mostly just breaking twigs.”

      “Sounds like a decent alternative to sleep. Want a hand?”

      Holly smiled. Harriet smiled back at her, just a little. They got to trying to put the trap together, Harriet holding the branches while Holly tied the floss. Her hands were shaky and cold. Every now and then, a rush of anxiety surged through her body; a reminder that this was the world she lived in now; this was the way things were.

      “What happened yesterday… with your dad—”

      “I’d rather not talk about it.”

      Harriet sighed. “Not talking about these things is exactly what causes problems.”

      “And I respect that,” Holly said. “I respect that… that everyone’s different. Everyone has their own ways of dealing with things. But I don’t want to talk about it.”

      Harriet opened her mouth, as if she was planning on saying something. But then she didn’t continue.

      Not initially, anyway.

      “What he did. He did it because he cares.”

      “He slapped me because he cares?”

      “Yes,” Harriet said. “Trust me. I’ve… I’ve seen what it means for someone to hurt you when they don’t care. It’s a… a whole different kettle of fish, shall we say.”

      Holly paused then. Guilt inside. Because she knew what Harriet was talking about. She knew what she was referring to. The rumours she’d heard. The rumours that Harriet’s parents weren’t nice to her in some way.

      She saw Harriet staring at the ground, into space.

      And then she cleared her throat, caught her attention.

      “I know my dad cares,” Holly said. “It’s just… hard. Adjusting to this world, you know?”

      Harriet nodded. “We’re all in that boat together. But you have to be mindful of something. Something important. You have your dad here with you. And you’re pretty damn lucky that he’s a good dad, that’s for sure.”

      Again, more guilt built up inside Holly. Because she realised she’d been ungrateful. Her dad had fought to save her, and how had she repaid him? By acting like a brat. She could see that now.

      She needed to face the truth. She needed to grow up. It was the only thing that was going to keep her going.

      She looked down at the trap. Tied the final knot. The noose held.

      Harriet smiled. “Good job. Only I was kind of looking forward to snapping a few twigs—”

      “If you ever need to talk about anything. You… you know where I am.”

      Harriet stared into Holly’s eyes. Holly saw something unexpected welling up in them. Tears. Redness.

      And then Harriet smiled the warmest, most genuine smile Holly had ever seen on her face, and she nodded. “Thank you,” she said. “Really.”

      They stood up, the pair of them. Started walking away from the trap, now it was set. The sun was up. It looked like it was going to be another nice summer’s day. And Holly knew they had to make those days count. They had to make the most of the sun while they had it.

      Summer wasn’t going to be forever, after all.

      And if Dad’s fears really were true—if this EMP blast really was as devastating as he was led to believe—they were going to be waiting a long time before any kind of power returned.

      “So,” Harriet said. “What next? Break a few more branches?”

      But Holly stopped.

      She stopped because she’d heard something.

      Something in the bushes.

      And then she saw something.

      Movement.

      “Must be one of the others,” Harriet said. “Must’ve heard me get up.”

      But Holly knew it wasn’t one of the others.

      The group approaching were strangers.

      And they were heading right towards them.
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      The second Holly saw the group emerging through the trees, she knew there was only one thing she and Harriet could do.

      “Hide,” she said.

      She turned around right away, not paying any real attention to whether the group had seen her or not; and not wanting to stick around too long to find out, either. All she did was run, making sure Harriet was still by her side. She’d seen too much bloodshed at the hands of other groups already to even consider some kind of peaceful resolution. The time for appeasement was far gone. She had to hide.

      Her life might depend on it.

      She threw herself between a pair of trees. Harriet got behind the other one. Holly’s heart raced. Her chest was tight. She felt like she did when she was having an asthma attack when she was younger. Keep calm. Keep it together. She had to stay in control.

      She held her ground for a while. She could hear the footsteps up ahead, traipsing through the grass. She wondered what’d happen if they discovered the trap. Maybe it’d alert them to the presence of a group nearby. Maybe they’d go to their camp, loot everything they had. And when they did, how was Holly going to explain that to Dad? How was she going to convince him she had the best interests of everyone at heart then?

      She looked at Harriet. Saw that she was totally rigid, totally glued to the spot. She looked scared. And who could blame her? She’d seen what Holly had seen, after all. She’d seen people their age drop like flies already. Everything was on the table now.

      The footsteps became something else: voices. Holly strained to hear them, forced herself to try and listen to what they were saying, if only to get a read on what kind of people they were more than anything.

      But they were too far away to hear.

      She held her breath, then. Stayed totally still, twiddling the silver ring that Mum had left her with before she’d died around her finger nervously. She knew she was going to have to take a look at these people. For the same reason she’d been straining to hear them, she wanted to know who they were. She wanted to know who she was up against.

      So she swallowed a lump in her throat.

      And then she looked around the edge of the tree.

      There was a group of four people. They looked… professional, somehow. That was the first word that came to mind. Professional.

      But then Holly realised why.

      They were dressed in black. Holding guns.

      And although that filled her with an instant fear, Holly suddenly realised where she’d got that “professional” connotation.

      “They’re police,” Holly said.

      Harriet frowned. “What?”

      Holly moved back behind the tree, still not too keen on showing her face to these people. They could just be fakers, after all. “They’re wearing like, black body armour. Helmets. And they’ve got guns.”

      “Like special forces?”

      “Exactly like that.”

      Harriet didn’t respond, not at first. No doubt like Holly, she was weighing this situation up, trying to figure out the best way to progress; to move forward.

      But eventually she broke the silence. One of them had to. “What do you think?”

      Holly stayed still. She listened to the footsteps as they got closer, closer. Two possibilities entered her mind. She could step out, and they could hear her out. They could tell her they were here to restore order—to take them to some kind of sanctuary. Or that they knew about the power outages, and that things were being restored.

      Or she could step out and they could pepper her body with bullets.

      It wasn’t really worth the risk.

      “We just… We wait,” Holly said.

      The footsteps got even closer. The voices were really nearby now. They were talking about things—arguing, by the sounds of things. Arguing about procedure. Arguing about morals. Arguing about “the next step.” And about “the enemy”.

      Their footsteps were just metres away from the trees now. And as they stood there, Holly knew she was going to have to do something. They couldn’t just hide here forever. They were going to have to make themselves known. They were going to have to step out.

      She tensed her jaw. Looked over at Harriet, who looked back at her in turn, the same glimmer of fear in her eyes. And at that split second, as much as she’d struggled for all this time to get along with Harriet, she was glad she was with her. She was glad she was with someone who truly understood.

      She took a deep breath. Turned to step from behind the tree.

      Then she noticed something.

      The movement had stopped.

      The footsteps had stopped.

      She held her ground a little while longer. Heart racing. Body shaking. Why had they stopped moving? What was taking them so long?

      And then she heard something else.

      They started to walk away.

      She listened to them walk. Held her ground.

      But her focus was elsewhere.

      Her focus was on their words.

      On what they were saying.

      What they were discussing.

      And what it meant.

      Her breathing flowed more easily. Her muscles relaxed. With every step further away this group took, the more certain Holly became that she was going to be okay. She was going to be safe. She and Harriet, no matter what, were going to be safe.

      She waited until she was absolutely certain there were no more footsteps, no more movement, and then she stepped out.

      Harriet puffed out her lips, rubbed her hands through her hair. “Are they gone? I mean, are they definitely gone?”

      Holly looked around the woods. She looked at the trees. She looked as the rising sun glimmered through the branches. She took a deep breath. “They’re gone.”

      “Phew,” Harriet said. “For a second there, I really thought we were goners.”

      “Did you hear them?”

      Harriet frowned. “What?”

      “Did you hear them? What they said?”

      “I was kind of busy trying not to lose my shit to hear what they were saying. How come?”

      Holly cleared her throat. She knew what she had was big. “They said there’s a safe place. A safe zone. A military drop point where peacekeepers are being deployed. And I swear I heard something about—about extraction.”

      Harriet’s face went red. “What?”

      “And… and they said it’s only ten miles from here. Just past Garstang. Only ten miles away. A safe place.”
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      As soon as Mike woke, he knew something was wrong.

      The sun was barely up, and the birdsong was loud, which could only mean one thing—it was the break of dawn. And with it, a sense of disorientation initially. Mike thought he was camping with Caitlin and Holly somewhere. He thought that they’d spent the night in the tent.

      But no. This was different. This was…

      He looked over and saw Arya staring into his tent, tail wagging.

      “Hey girl,” he said. She looked concerned about something, like there was something on her mind. He was surprised how quickly he’d managed to bond with her, in all truth. Maybe Alison was right after all. Having a dog wasn’t such a bad thing.

      But something didn’t seem right, as Mike clambered out of the tent. Other than the birdsong, everywhere seemed so silent. And of course, it was normal that it was silent. They were in the woods after all, and there was barely anybody else around.

      But this silence. It struck Mike as something else. It struck Mike as… well, emptiness.

      He looked over at the tent that Holly stayed in, and right away he felt a knot form in his stomach.

      He could see from the way it was moving in the breeze that somebody was missing.

      Tension filled up inside. The thought that she might be gone. That someone might’ve come in the night and taken her.

      And all he could do was throw himself towards it, to see for certain.

      But there was something else, too. Something else that was getting to him, niggling at him.

      He’d slapped her. He’d shown her up in front of everyone.

      What if she’d left of her own accord?

      What if she’d chosen to disappear?

      He tried to calm himself, tried to tell himself he was just speculating. She wasn’t gone. He was imagining things. She was still here.

      But then he pulled the opening of the tent aside.

      Gina was in there. So too were Kumal and Richard.

      Holly was nowhere to be seen.

      He let go of the tent door right away, his whole world crumbling before him. “Holly?”

      He looked around. Looked at the trees. Looked at the rest of the tents. Looked at the area beyond the forest, inside the forest.

      He looked everywhere and he couldn’t see her—couldn’t see a trace of her.

      But there was something else.

      Or rather, someone else missing.

      Harriet.

      Holly and Harriet were both gone.

      He staggered towards the trees, over towards the only place where he could think to look, the only direction he could think to head in.

      Towards the area of the woods they’d been going out to set traps, to hunt in.

      He ran. Ran as quickly as he could. He knew he should alert a few of the others. He knew he should give them a heads up about where he was going, where he was heading. But at the same time, there were things more urgent than that. The most urgent thing of all being finding his daughter. Making sure she was okay.

      Even if she had walked away of her own accord… he couldn’t lose her again. He just couldn’t let that happen.

      He thought about that last conversation they’d had as he ran through the woods, the tree branches scratching against his face as he pelted past them. The way she’d looked him in the eye with such… disappointment. And she was right to. She was justified in doing so. He’d let her down again. Alison was right. He’d reacted in a rash, awful way. He should’ve known a lot better.

      He just hoped he hadn’t missed his final opportunity to make amends.

      He raced further through the trees. He heard something, then. Footsteps. And for a split second, he wondered if it might be Holly—if he might’ve come across her already.

      But then he realised it was Arya. She was running alongside him. She had his back.

      So he kept on going. He kept on going because he couldn’t back down. He kept on going because he couldn’t give up.

      He’d never give up on his daughter.

      He’d never…

      He stopped when he reached the trap.

      He saw it. Sitting there. Perfectly made.

      He’d got so wound up when she couldn’t make it right just two days ago.

      But this. She’d laid this. She’d…

      “Dad?”

      Mike spun around.

      Holly was standing there. Harriet was by her side.

      Mike felt joy and relief fill his body. He staggered towards her, barely able to move.

      And amazingly—unexpectedly—she fell into his arms.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” Mike said.

      “It’s okay. Dad—”

      “I—I’m working on being better myself. I’m trying. But—”

      “Okay, Dad. Okay. Just hear what I have to—”

      “I promise I’ll never—”

      “Dad!”

      Mike stepped back. Holly was looking at him, a glow in her eyes. A similar glow in Harriet’s eyes. “What is it?”

      Holly looked at Harriet, and Harriet looked back at Holly. “Do you want to tell him or shall I?”

      Mike frowned. “Tell me what?”

      Holly looked back at Mike. And this time, he saw a smile on her face. The kind of excited smile he usually saw when he used to take her to the fairground and he told her she could have ice cream.

      “What?” he said. “Are you both just going to stand there or are you actually going to tell me what all this is about?”

      “I came out here to set a trap,” Holly said.

      “Is that what this is about? You did a great job—”

      “Harriet followed me. And… and then there were some other people.”

      The hairs on Mike’s arms rose. “Other people?”

      “Police. Armoured police.”

      “What? Where are—”

      “We hid from them. But we heard them say something. Something… important.”

      Mike frowned. “Holly?”

      She cleared her throat. Looked at Harriet once again, then back at her dad. “They said there’s a safe place. A military safe zone where drop-offs are being made. Where extractions are going down. And where peacekeepers are being deployed. And it’s only ten miles from here, just beyond Garstang.”

      And with that information, whether Mike liked it or not… everything changed.
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      Mike heard Holly’s words resonate around his mind and he wasn’t quite sure how to react to them.

      He was back at camp now. Everyone was out of bed. There was a fire going, where Kumal was cooking some beans on a pan. Mike winced when he first saw it, because he wanted people to really make the most of everything they had, even if he had managed to gather a few extra supplies at that shop. Eating at a bare minimum was just an unfortunate necessity of survival now, and it would be even more so as time progressed.

      But then again, if what Holly and Harriet said was true—if there really was some kind of military safe zone just ten miles away from here—then maybe his worries were wrong-placed after all.

      “So you’re certain you heard what you say you heard?” Richard asked.

      Holly rolled her eyes. And as much as Mike wanted to have his daughter’s back, he couldn’t help being sceptical himself. “I’m telling you. They were armed for one. Looked like police. They were definitely some kind of authority figure, anyway.”

      “And you heard them too, Harriet?” Kumal said.

      Harriet looked nervously from Holly to Mike and back at Kumal again. “Well…”

      “It’s just it’d really help if we could have two people absolutely certain of what they heard rather than one person not quite sure.”

      “Hey,” Holly chipped in. “I know what I heard. I’m not stupid, okay?”

      Kumal raised his hands. “I’m not saying you’re stupid at all. I’m just saying you need to be right. We all need to be absolutely certain you heard right before we risk doing anything that could put us in danger in any way.”

      “Kumal’s right.”

      Mike hadn’t intended to speak the words so loudly. He hadn’t long ago fixed things between him and Holly, so he didn’t exactly want to make it look like he was conspiring against her in any way.

      But he saw the way Holly turned. Saw the way she looked at him. “Are you doubting me too?”

      “This isn’t about doubt,” Mike said. “It’s about making sure we’re absolutely certain what we’re dealing with.”

      “Of course. Because the alternative’s sitting here in this shitty camp and waiting for the day we run out of food and water.”

      “Language, Holly.”

      “Language? That’s literally all you care about of what I just said?”

      She huffed, turned around. She really was a short fuse these days. Then again, could he blame her, really?

      “All I’m saying,” Mike said, trying to restore some calm and order, “is that we don’t really know for certain that those people knew what they were talking about. Even if they did say what Holly says they said—which I have no reason to doubt—how can we know for certain that they didn’t just hear it from someone else? That it’s not just hearsay to them, too?”

      There was a silence, then. Even Holly looked like she was really considering what Mike had said. After all, it was right. There were bound to be a lot of rumours going about. There were bound to be hopeful rumours going around.

      “But,” Alison said, “there’s a chance Holly’s right, and that these people were right. And I think we owe it to ourselves to investigate it.”

      Mike looked at Alison, his skin prickling a bit when she spoke. He hadn’t been expecting her to go against the tide here. “So you’re saying we ditch camp and risk walking through some potentially dangerous areas in order to find out?”

      “I’m saying that it’s worth the risk,” Alison said. “Because like Holly says. It’s that, or stay holed up here forever. And I know which gamble I’d rather take.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. He saw the way Alison was looking at him, the way Holly was looking at him. He saw Harriet, Kumal, Richard and Gina, all of them united in their curiosity now.

      “I can’t say I’m, like, enthusiastic about any of this,” Gina said. She didn’t say much. Still seemed pretty traumatised, pretty shaken up, after her abduction a couple of days back—her near-death experience, just like everyone else. “But… but like Holly says. I think we’d be doing ourselves a disservice if we didn’t at least try.”

      Mike rubbed his hands through his hair. He looked over at the woods. “If it’s ten miles and through Garstang… that’s not exactly an easy journey. It means—”

      “It means we go right through Longridge before we even get to Garstang, yeah,” Alison said. “Going through Longridge is the safest route. Otherwise we end up looping right back towards Preston, where it’ll just get busier and busier. And that’s not something we want to risk. So Longridge it is.”

      Mike nodded. “Longridge is just down the road, and we’ve no real choice but to go through at least the outskirts of it. A town. You know what state towns are going to be in now, don’t you?”

      “Well,” Alison said. “Longridge is barely London.”

      “You think it’ll be all rosy there? You’re dead wrong.”

      Alison shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”

      She stepped forward. Reached Holly’s side.

      “Of course, we don’t all have to go. A few of us could investigate. A few of us could wait here, if we’re not feeling up to it. See how Longridge is looking then decide what to do from there.”

      Mike narrowed his eyes when she said that. He could tell she was winding him up.

      “So we have a choice,” she said. “You’re either in or you’re out. So what’s it going to be?”

      Holly was the first to step forward. Then Kumal joined her, as did Richard. “All in,” they said.

      Harriet and Gina were the only two left.

      And even they reluctantly stepped forward, leaving just Mike, there on his own.

      He looked at Arya. Even she staggered forward, joined the others, clearly wondering what was going on.

      He shook his head. Rubbed his beard. “It’s a mistake. I swear, this… this isn’t going to end well.”

      Alison shrugged. “Perhaps not. But I’d rather die trying to make my situation better than survive in the dirt. So what’s it going to be?”

      Mike looked around at the camp. He looked at the tents. Looked at the little cesspit they’d created. And Alison was right. This was no life. It was a life they’d been dealt… but it was no life.

      He sighed again. Shook his head.

      Then he stepped forward.

      “I guess I’m in,” he said.

      Alison smiled. As too did Holly.

      “Then we’d better get packed and ready to go.”

      Mike wished he could change his mind, right then.

      But it was already too late.

      It was time to head back into the abyss.

      He just hoped it was the right call.
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      Later that night, Holly looked up at the stars and readied herself for the beginning of a whole new journey.

      The days were starting to blend into one. It felt like all concept of time was lost; like if the power ever did come back, the calendar would just pick up from where it left off.

      But of course, she knew things weren’t ever going to be the same again. After all, people had already been through so much. People had changed in ways they never expected, never imagined. People had seen things they couldn’t etch from their minds; lost people they didn’t think they could survive without.

      Holly was never going to be the same again.

      But she was going to try.

      She looked around the camp. Most people had gone to bed early, anticipating the early start at sunrise tomorrow. They’d all decided to go tomorrow morning because they could make it in a day if they set off early. They didn’t really want to get caught up near one of the towns when it was dark. It was a compromise they’d made, really. She could tell her dad wasn’t sure about this whole venture. He had his reservations. And she could understand why. She saw where he was coming from. It wasn’t a journey she was looking forward to, exactly. It wasn’t a journey any of them were looking forward to.

      But at the same time, she saw the possibility that this journey held. She saw how it might turn out. The hope it provided.

      And she believed.

      She believed that there was hope.

      She had to believe there was hope.

      Because if there wasn’t… then what was there, after all?

      Her mum used to always tell her something when she was little. “People are inherently good. Even the bad ones, they’ve just got mixed up somewhere along the line.”

      She held that close to her heart now, as much as she doubted it. She believed it, truly, as much as she knew it was going to be challenged.

      She heard the rustling to her left, almost jumped out of her skin.

      But when she looked, she realised it was just her dad.

      “You scared me,” she muttered.

      Dad walked over, sat beside her. She felt the hairs on her arms stand on end when he did. It wasn’t that she was nervous around him or anything like that. It was just… well, it still felt like the pair of them had a long way to go to build their relationship again. They had a lot of fixing to do—perhaps even too much.

      But as with everything, they’d try. They had to.

      “You should get some rest,” Dad said.

      “Yeah, well I can’t.”

      “Holly,” he said. And she heard from the tone of his voice that he was serious about something. That he wanted a real conversation, and yet the idea of a real conversation was repellent to Holly, made every inch of her body squirm and recoil.

      She stood. Started to walk to her tent. “Yeah. You’re probably right. I should—”

      “What happened, when Mum died. I went down a path I shouldn’t have gone down. I abandoned you. Hell, I abandoned myself. I see that now. And there’s nothing I can do to fix what happened. There’s nothing I can do to change the past. But if there’s one thing I can do… it’s to try and make the future better for you. So if I act rash or if I act like a bloody idiot, it’s just because I care.”

      Holly looked at him, then. She didn’t want to. She didn’t want to bond with him because it hurt to do so. Because bonding with him was still an acceptance that they had a different relationship now—that things had changed now Mum was gone.

      But she looked at him anyway and saw the sadness and the desperation in his eyes.

      “I’m trying,” he said. “And you need to bear with me. I know I wasn’t… I wasn’t ever Mum. I’ll never be Mum. The relationship you two had, that was special. It was unlike anything else. And I’m not trying to do that. But I’m trying all the same, okay? I’m trying.”

      Holly felt a lump in her throat. And then she found herself doing something unexpected. Something out of the blue.

      She reached over and she hugged Dad.

      “You aren’t Mum,” she said. “But you don’t have to be. Just be Dad. Just… just be you.”

      He held her. And she held him. And as the moon shone down, as a breeze blew, she felt closer to her dad than she had in a long time.

      She pulled away then, not wanting to be close for too long. And when she moved away, she noticed something had changed in Dad’s face. He looked like there was life in his eyes now. A light that had switched back on.

      “I still don’t forgive you for slapping me, though,” Holly said.

      Dad smirked, then. And Holly smirked too. Because he could tell she was joking. They both were.

      “Truly,” Dad said. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “Nah, you were probably right. Booze isn’t for me, anyway. Suits you better.”

      “Hey. Watch it.”

      Holly lifted her hands. “I’m just saying.”

      They sat there a little while longer. Then they found themselves looking up at the stars.

      “Do you think she’s up there somewhere?” Holly asked.

      Dad paused. He took a deep breath and smiled.

      “Wherever she is, she knows how much we love her.”

      They stayed there for a while longer, silent, watching.

      And eventually, Holly stood, headed to her tent, Dad by her side.

      “Get some sleep,” Dad said. “Tomorrow’s going to be a big day, by the looks of things.”

      Holly smiled at him. “You too. Those bags under your eyes don’t look good on you.”

      He smiled back at her. Then he leaned in, kissed her on the head. “I love you, Hol.”

      Then he turned away and headed towards his tent.

      “I love you too,” she said.

      He didn’t hear her. But just saying it was enough.

      She looked at the woods, into the darkness, as the fire flickered out.

      Tomorrow was the day.

      If only they knew what lay on the road ahead…
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      One week in.

      One whole week, and still no power.

      Mike took a deep breath as he stepped out of the woods and back into the open, fully aware that he was on a journey that could go either way—a journey he was sceptical about, but knew he had no choice about.

      It was looking like another beautiful day. The birds were singing even louder than Mike had noticed before. The sky was totally clear. It was nice at least. Nice that they could make the most of a decent summer before the eventual turn of the seasons. Unless the EMP was sparked by a CME of course, meaning that there was some kind of mess-up in the atmosphere. For all he knew, the poles could be shifting. Wouldn’t that just be typical?

      He was walking with Alison. Holly and the rest of the young ’uns were further behind. He looked over his shoulder now and then, just to check everything was okay with them.

      “You shouldn’t worry so much about her,” Alison said. “She’s a smart young woman. Clearly doesn’t take after her dad.”

      Mike raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think I’m smart?”

      “Hey. I’m not the one who got pulled over for driving way over the limit.”

      “That’s a fair point.”

      They kept on moving. They were out of the woods now. Being in the open made Mike feel uneasy, like there was someone nearby, watching their every move. He could see the country lane ahead. He could even see the town of Longridge in the distance, and the houses at the side of the country lane. He could see farm animals in the fields. They wouldn’t be there for long if the farmers weren’t careful. People would steal them for meat.

      But the farm animals that were looked after… they were a part of a future. A future that echoed an agricultural past that humans went through many years ago. A life of growing crops, of living off the grid.

      It was a vision of life that Mike didn’t mind himself. Setting up a proper homestead, growing crops, raising animals. Maybe one day, if this plan didn’t go well, that’d be an alternative possibility. He knew agriculturalism wasn’t going to be easy, and it wasn’t to be totally glorified. The agricultural revolution sparked one of the hardest, most taxing times in human history, of course, something that the layman often overlooked.

      But he had to hope that this journey wasn’t in vain. He had to hope there was something optimistic waiting at the end of it.

      “How you holding up, anyway?” Mike asked.

      He realised he’d not really spoken with Alison about the first day of the event. She’d found her mum dead in her home. She seemed to be dealing with things extraordinarily well. But as Mike well knew, there was no telling what was going on under the surface.

      “As well as someone grieving can be,” Alison said, rather candidly and frankly. “All of this… this is a kind of distraction, I guess.”

      “It’ll hit,” Mike said. “And when it does… I just want you to know that I’m here for you. We—we’re all here for you.”

      Alison half-smiled. “I appreciate that, Michael.”

      Mike looked at the ground, face blushing. “Don’t call me Michael.”

      “Hit a sore spot?”

      “It’s just nobody ever calls me Michael. Nobody except my grandad, back in the day. Didn’t believe in shortening names, giving nicknames. Which was funny considering he was called Eddie.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Insisted that was on his birth certificate. Me and my cousin went on a wild goose chase for the certificate once. Found Edward on his driving license. He said they’d made a mistake.”

      “Grandparents, eh? The best people in our lives.”

      Mike smiled. He thought about how sad it was that Holly had never known her grandparents. He thought about how sad it would be that Holly’s kids would never know their grandma.

      He hoped he’d be around to be a granddad. He hoped the world would be suitable for someone to bring up a child, to raise them.

      He didn’t hold out much hope. He knew what the speculation about EMP events said. It could take years before things were back together.

      And when order was restored… would it be restored, really?

      Or would it usher in a new era of fear of the same thing happening again?

      Would a realisation of our mortality see in a new age of consciousness?

      And who would even be around to witness it?

      He took a few steadying breaths to stop his thoughts getting ahead of him. He had to walk before he could run, after all.

      They stopped after a couple of miles.

      “I think you made the right call,” Alison said. “Coming along.”

      “Didn’t really have a choice, did I?”

      “I think deep down you want the same as everyone. You just have different ways of going about it.”

      “I’ve done my research on events like this. That’s the difference. I know when to be sceptical. But hey. Like you said. We’re all here now. I guess whatever happens to one of us happens to all of us, huh?”

      Alison raised an eyebrow. “That doesn’t sound like someone who’s convinced, to me.”

      Mike walked back up to the field. He could see the road up ahead. A farm and a few houses on an adjoining road in the distance.

      “We’ll have to cross the road if we want to bypass the other houses. Which to be honest, sounds good to me.”

      “Does this place not seem… well, quiet to you?” Kumal asked.

      Mike frowned as they made their way to the road. “It’s bound to be.”

      “No,” Kumal said. “I mean… you said it yourself. People will’ve headed to the countryside, right? Well, this already is the countryside, pretty much. So where is everyone?”

      Mike stood still and observed the silence. He couldn’t deny there was an eeriness to the area. But he dismissed it as speculative. “People have probably done the opposite. Probably got walking to the supermarkets, the old trap that’ll get them nowhere, really. Get caught up in the mess in the towns. Probably never come home.”

      Harriet raised an eyebrow. “Nice to know your rosy world-view’s still in place, Mr Callaghan.”

      “What’ve I told you? It’s Mike. Really. It’s—”

      “What’s that?”

      Holly’s sudden interruption made Mike stall.

      He could see she was looking at something ahead. Looking with wide eyes. Something further up the road.

      “What…” he started.

      Then he saw it.

      He saw it just as Holly saw it.

      First, the sight.

      Then, the smell.

      Then, the realisation.

      “Oh shit,” Harriet said, before throwing up.

      Her words pretty much summed things up.

      “Looks like we’ve found your missing people, Kumal,” Mike said, as he looked at the scene ahead of him…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike looked at what was in front of him and right away, he got the feeling that coming on this journey was a bad idea after all.

      The sun was high in the sky, which didn’t help with the smell. The smell was so bad that a couple of the group were vomiting, a few others gasping, cursing.

      But all Mike could do was stand and stare at what was ahead.

      Try and understand what he was looking at.

      There was a group of bodies in front of him. They’d been stripped down. Men, women, even children. Flies were buzzing around them. It looked like animals had already started eating their rapidly decaying flesh, the elements at work in no time.

      But the worst thing?

      The scariest thing of all, of this image that would not shift from anyone’s mind for a long, long time—if ever?

      The bullet holes between the eyes of these people.

      “What the hell happened here?” Richard said.

      Mike took a deep breath, the ghastly smell working its way into his nostrils, making him want to heave. He looked around. Looked at the houses, which seemed so empty nearby. Everywhere around seemed so silent, so quiet.

      And yet… why had this happened?

      Why had all eight of these people been executed, then left out in the street?

      “This—this can’t be right,” Gina said. She sounded like she was hyperventilating. “It’s only seven days in. People can’t have lost it this much. They can’t have lost it already.”

      “I told you coming out here was a bad idea,” Mike said. “We should head back to the woods. Lay low.”

      “Bullshit,” Alison said.

      Mike turned around. Frowned. He wasn’t expecting any kind of contrary opinion right now. “Got a better idea?”

      “We don’t know who did this. We don’t know what went down.”

      “I’d say what went down looks pretty clear,” Mike said. “These people. Men, women, children. They’ve been shot.”

      “It could’ve been some sort of skirmish. It could even have been those savages we ran into—the ones who…” She didn’t finish. Mike knew who she meant. The prisoners who attacked the log cabin, murdered innocent people and almost killed Holly and so many others in the process.

      Mike nodded. “Maybe. Or maybe not.”

      There was a pause, then. A silence, as the eeriness of this situation mounted. All Mike knew was that he had a bad feeling about all of this. A really bad feeling.

      He didn’t want to run into the people with the guns.

      He didn’t want to find out why these people had been killed.

      Holly, surprisingly, was staying quiet. Which was something considering she’d been the one who’d led the charge on heading through the town of Longridge, getting towards Garstang and tracking down this safe place in the first place.

      “Holly?” Mike said.

      She looked up at him, eyes wide, dazed expression on her face. Then she cleared her throat. “I… I think we should keep on going.”

      Mike sighed, shook his head. “Please tell me I’m not the only one who’s actually seeing this here.”

      “Maybe so,” Kumal said. “I mean, it might be awful. But… but that awfulness isn’t going to just stay out of the woods. We can’t hide from enemies forever.”

      “No, we can’t. But we could do a lot better than actively bloody walking into their path.”

      Mike looked around at the others. Saw Harriet wiping her mouth, then taking a deep breath. Saw Gina, traumatised expression in her eyes. He saw all of them, and he just wanted one of them to have his back; to agree with what he had to say.

      “Anyone? Is anyone with me right now?”

      Nobody responded. All of them just looked.

      “So we keep on going. We keep on going and hoping for the best. Is that it?”

      Kumal shrugged. He caught another glance at the bodies, clearly regretted doing so. “I just… I just don’t think we have that much of a choice is all I’m saying. ‘Cause we’re going to run into people whether we like it or not. Might as well try and get to this safe place. If anything, it gives us even more of a reason to seek it out.”

      Mike looked around. Looked at the people around him. And as much as he found his reluctance building, he found himself sighing and nodding.

      “Whatever you say,” he said, marching past the bodies, on towards the fence that led into the field. “Just don’t say I didn’t warn you. Remember this. Okay?”

      The rest of the group took a look at the fallen bodies.

      Then, reluctantly, they followed.

      Whether they liked it or not, their journey was continuing.

      And Mike didn’t like it one bit.

      Kumal walked up to Mike. Half-smiled. “We’ll be there in no time, Mike. We’re prepared for this sort of thing. Everything’s going to be okay. Right?”

      

      We’ll be there in no time.

      If only Kumal knew how wrong he was.
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      When the group reached the outskirts of the small town of Longridge, Mike knew this whole expedition was a mistake.

      The morning was passing by fast. That was the thing in this new world—time seemed to fly by at a rapid pace, especially when they were on the move. In some ways, that was a good thing, because it meant that whatever end-game was in sight, it was getting closer and closer. Whether that was someone working on getting the power back online, or another nation readying a mass-extraction from the country, some plans just had to be in order.

      Didn’t they?

      But at the same time, it was a negative thing, too. Especially when they were trying to reach a supposed safe zone. What if it wasn’t there when they got there? What if there already was some kind of extraction operation going down and they missed it, just?

      And then there was the state of affairs in the towns and cities. It was naive to think they wouldn’t be descending into progressively worse states of crisis. The shops that still stood would be broken into, looted. Hunger and thirst would be kicking in. And those who felt they were the strongest would be doing everything they could to make sure they held on to whatever supplies were left.

      It was short term-ism at its worst, of course. The supplies would run out, and those who took the stores and the warehouses for themselves would have even less real-world experience than the ones who they were forcing to fend for themselves.

      It really was survival of the fittest, but not in the obvious way one might expect.

      The town of Longridge was much as Mike expected. The usual, really: abandoned cars in the streets, shop fronts smashed in, people running around and looking over their shoulders, holding various things under their arms. The whole place had a tense, shifty vibe about it. Like it wouldn’t surprise Mike if someone just stepped out and knifed them all right now.

      “Do we really have to go through this way?” Gina asked.

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat, looked at Holly, then at Alison. “Hey. It wasn’t my idea to come this way. Maybe you should ask the leaders.”

      He didn’t pursue the line of argument any further, and nobody bit the bait either. They’d made their opposing views perfectly clear to one another already, after all.

      But as Mike looked at the long street ahead, he knew there was no time to wait around, not if they wanted to get through this town and out the other end in one piece.

      “Well, better get going.”

      The further they walked, the more Mike’s uncertainty began to grow. He could hear shouting and whooping from the estates nearby. Someone laughing at the top of their voice while someone else screamed. As he looked around, he felt detached somewhat, like he was witnessing a movie or walking through some VR world rather than actually living this life.

      And every step, it just made the hairs on his arms stand on end even more.

      But he had to keep going. He had to keep pushing. No time for waiting around.

      As he walked further, he noticed something on his left. Something that made him sad. A dog, lying there by the side of the road. It had bled out, looked like it’d been stabbed. A little lead trailed by its side.

      And as Mike looked at the dog, he felt his body tensing, everything inside him welling up. Because there was no need for such chaos. There was no need for people to sink to such depths. And yet they did. It was human nature to destroy itself when it was on the brink of destruction itself.

      He heard movement to his right, and immediately, he froze.

      There was a group of people in the cemetery nearby. They were punching someone. They barely looked old enough to be behaving like this. Just kids, younger than Holly and her friends.

      They were bloodying an old man up, beating him. And when they’d finished, they pulled something from his limp hand—a chocolate bar. A measly chocolate bar.

      And then they turned around and looked right in Mike and the group’s direction.

      Mike’s body went numb. He heard more movement up ahead; saw another group of bulky looking men walking along, cash register in the hands of one, hammer in the hand of another. And then more screaming up the road—more signs that people weren’t co-operating, and that things were falling apart. It felt like they’d stepped into this town at the very moment of collapse.

      “We have to get out of here,” Mike said.

      Alison shook her head. “But—”

      “No buts. We need to get the hell out of here, right this second. Even if it takes us twice as long by bypassing Longridge… we need to find another way.”

      Mike turned and started walking away. He half-expected the rest of his group to stall, to argue, after all, they’d not exactly shown much willingness to have his back thus far.

      But then something else happened. Something unexpected.

      The rest of the group started following.

      Made a pleasant change.

      They kept on going. But Mike couldn’t help looking over his shoulder. He couldn’t help watching as more shop windows were smashed. He couldn’t help watching as more people were dragged out into the streets, as more homes were ransacked. He couldn’t help watching the poor old man sitting by the grave of someone in the cemetery, blood dripping down his face, beaten to within an inch of his life.

      He wanted to do more. He wanted to stop this madness. He wanted to help.

      But he knew how ineffective helping would be right now. He knew how much danger he was putting himself in.

      He knew he had to get out of here, and that he had to get these people—the people he cared about—to safety.

      He started to turn a corner when he was stopped in his tracks.

      There was a man standing opposite, blocking Mike’s exit from the town.

      He was staring right at Mike.

      And he was holding a knife.
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      Bill Michaelson looked at the group heading down the road into Longridge and he knew what he had to do.

      It was late morning. Four days had passed already since the power went out. Or was it five? He didn’t know. He was already losing count.

      At first, he’d done what most people had done: dismissed it. He had faith that the power would come back. After all, the government always resolved things, for better or for worse, right?

      But then that first day went by, and there was still no power. And then another day went by, and then another, and another, and before he knew it, here he was—without any stocks, without any supplies, and forced to watch as the town he’d grown up in—the town he’d loved—tore itself apart.

      He was amazed, in a way. Amazed at just how quickly the world could crumble when something as simple as electricity and communication was taken out of the equation. It scared him. If power was the only foundation that a stable society was built on, then what hope could he possibly hold for the future?

      He looked around at the streets. The shop windows had been smashed. The takeaways had been ransacked. He saw family businesses—businesses he’d watched launch, grow and thrive—nothing more than empty shells.

      And as he stood there, looking at this mess, he wondered just how it would be possible for the world to go back to normality after all this. Because it felt like a scab had been peeled, and now the blood was flowing, it wasn’t going to stop anytime soon.

      He thought about his friends. He thought about Baz and Jonny. He wondered how they’d be doing. They’d gone to Manchester to watch a gig on the night the power went out. Where would they be now? Making their way back home? Trying to get by over there?

      Whatever they were doing, wherever they were, he hoped they were safe.

      He looked at the palm of his hand. Looked at the knife he was holding. It felt absurd holding a knife. He’d never hurt anyone in his life. Not unless you count drunken street brawls after wild nights out in his younger years, but then hasn’t everyone been in a drunken scrap at some stage? No, he wasn’t a guy that liked getting into fights unnecessarily.

      But there was a reason he was holding a knife.

      And that reason was back at home, waiting for him.

      He felt his body go numb when he thought about his daughter, Kelsie. He felt bad leaving her home alone. But he just had to hope that she’d be okay. At least he knew their home wasn’t in too busy a location, or anywhere the looters might break into before choosing somewhere else to move onto when they realised he had nothing.

      But still. She was home alone, and he was out here. Anything could happen to her.

      But then he reminded himself why he was out here on his own at all. Kelsie wasn’t well. He wasn’t sure if it was malnutrition—whether that kicked in so early—or dehydration or infection from one of the many sources of inevitable illness now the power was gone. But she was ill. She needed stuff. Food. Water. Things to keep her safe until he could find something more long-term, something better.

      They just had to ride out the worst of this storm. And then, maybe then, things would be okay.

      But he couldn’t deny the feeling in his gut that things weren’t going to be okay at all.

      He took a deep breath, tightened his grip around the knife. Up ahead, he could see a few people in the streets. He could hear shouts, laughs, screams. And if this was one of the first days of the collapse, then he dreaded to think where things were going from here. He dreaded to think how much worse things might get if order had already been turned on its head this much.

      He dreaded to think what a month of this world would look like—and he dreaded to think just who might still be around when all that time had passed… and who might not be around.

      He thought about Kelsie again. He wasn’t used to seeing her unwell like this. He’d had another daughter with Jenna when he was younger. Sarah, they called her. She was an angel. Born ill, but a little fighter. So much so that she fought through her illness, fought through her weakness, battled the odds, beat them and returned home to their loving arms.

      It was by a cruel twist of fate that Sarah died not long after they took her home. Cot death. A moment in Bill and Jenna’s lives that turned them cold.

      They hadn’t even considered having another kid for a while after that. And when Jenna got pregnant, it wasn’t planned. They discussed terminating the kid. But in the end they decided to carry through with it; to give this child the best life they could. Sarah hadn’t had a chance to live a life. So they were going to give their next child all the care and support they could.

      It was just a pity their relationship collapsed in the months that followed, leaving their new baby girl born into an abnormal world from the off.

      Kelsie was five, now. And it was Bill’s week of looking after her.

      He thought about Jenna. Even though they’d separated on not great terms, he knew how much she loved her daughter. He knew just how much she cared that she was okay, that she was safe.

      And the thought that she was out there somewhere, on her own… well, he still cared about Jenna too, of course he did. The thought of her struggling almost brought him to his knees.

      He looked at this group again. Looked at the man, the woman, the kids, and the dog.

      And most of all, at the water bottle in the hand of the Asian guy, and the rucksacks on their backs.

      And then he looked back down at his knife.

      He knew it was bold. He knew it was risky.

      But they just had to hand over something.

      They just had to share something.

      And that would be enough.

      He thought about just asking. About asking them for their help.

      But he’d seen what people were like already.

      Nobody could be trusted in this world. Not anymore.

      He closed his eyes. Cleared his mind. Took a deep breath.

      And then he opened them again, steadied his breathing.

      He stepped out, towards the group, stopping them in their tracks.

      It was time to get what he wanted.

      It was time to protect his baby girl.
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      Holly looked at the man standing opposite, knife in hand, and she started to wonder whether maybe her dad had been right about this journey all along.

      She felt hot all of a sudden. Red hot. It was sunny, but this was different. This was the same raw heat she’d felt inside that burning house a few days ago—but not the heat caused by the fire.

      This was the raw heat of fear.

      She’d heard the cries in the streets and she didn’t know how to react to them. Mostly, they sent shivers up her arms. Because as much as she knew the streets weren’t a safe place to be right now… she still couldn’t believe that things would fall apart so quickly, so easily. It’d only been days. Her group, her people, they’d managed to find ways to pull together, to keep things in order. They’d managed to find ways to salvage, to ration, to learn how to make traps and to survive.

      But then she knew how many people were afraid in these towns. She knew how many people were hungry and thirsty.

      And it was only going to get worse.

      She saw that now.

      It was a pity she saw it through a man standing in front of her holding a knife.

      She took a deep breath. She could smell sweat, and she realised it was her own, that hot fear in her body. She could feel dryness in her mouth, which was getting worse by the second.

      And as she stood there, shaking, all of these factors added up to a situation she knew she was going to struggle to get out of.

      This man didn’t look happy. He had mean eyes, with big bags underneath. He was holding the knife tightly, and didn’t look totally there to be honest. Just looking between each and every member of the group, weighing them all up.

      And then at the bags they were carrying.

      “Just—just drop your stuff. That’s all I need. No need for trouble here.”

      Holly heard the words. And she found promise in them. She found hope in them. Because perhaps that was all this guy wanted. Perhaps they could come to some kind of amicable resolution here.

      But then she saw her dad step forward.

      Dad moved towards the man, bag in hand. He stared right into his eyes. Then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “No chance.”

      Holly’s stomach sank. She knew Dad was right to be cautious of people, but this was different. They had a chance. A chance to make things right. A chance to fix things. A chance to avoid a real showdown here.

      The man’s face turned. He looked puzzled, like he wasn’t expecting that kind of a response from any of them. Then he looked around the group again. “I’ll ask again. Drop your stuff and this can be over with. There’s no need to–”

      “Yeah, we heard you,” Mike said. “We heard you loud and clear. And I’ll tell you something. We’re not scared of you. We’re not scared of an idiot with a knife. So I suggest you step aside, unless you want to find your arse on the ground.”

      The man stepped back a little, then. And for a second, Holly wondered if this was it: he was giving up. Her dad’s methods had worked. He might be tough with his words, but it was for a good reason after all.

      But then something else happened.

      Something else entirely.

      The man lifted his knife and made a lunge.

      Holly wasn’t sure why it happened. She wasn’t sure how it was allowed to happen. Perhaps a mixture of confusion and distraction, caught up and lost in the moment.

      But the man grabbed the first person close to him.

      And that person was her.

      She felt the blade press into her neck. She tried to struggle, but when she did, the man just pushed the blade down even harder.

      “Now you’re—you’re going to drop your stuff,” the man said, “or this girl here gets it.”

      Holly saw her dad move forward. She saw the fear in his eyes; the same pain he’d had whenever they’d spoken about Mum since her death.

      But as he stepped forward, the man pressed the blade down a little harder.

      “Hey,” he said. “Lis—listen to me, okay? I’m not messing around. Drop your stuff. Hand it over. Or—or she dies.”

      Holly’s heart raced. She wanted to break free, but she was frozen to the spot. She could feel that heat of fear building up again, and looking into the eyes of her friends and her dad opposite just made that fear even worse, like they were reflecting how she felt.

      But there was nothing she could do.

      Nothing at all.

      “Okay,” Mike said. He went to lower the rucksack down. Holly could tell by now that this was literally the only thing he could do to protect her. But those things were their supplies. They needed that stuff to survive. It was their food, their water, their tools. He couldn’t give them up. He just couldn’t do that.

      “No, wait,” she said, coughing to get a word in.

      “Holly,” Mike said. “It’s okay. I’m putting the bag down. We’re putting the bags down and—”

      “There’s a safe place,” Holly said.

      She wasn’t sure whether it was a good idea saying it right away. She could tell from the way Dad’s face turned that he wasn’t happy.

      But she had to try anything.

      And keeping their supplies—and their lives—was more important than anything right now.

      The man looked down at her. Frowned. “What?”

      She tried to take a deep breath, cautious of the knife right by her throat. “A… a safe place. Military drops. Peacekeepers. That’s—that’s why we’re going this way. That’s why we’re heading through the town. We just… You can come too. Nobody has to be left behind. Please. Please.”

      She saw the look in the man’s eyes. The cloudy, watery way he looked at her.

      And for a moment, she thought she’d broken through this situation. She thought she’d got him to see.

      And then she noticed something else.

      Something that made her stomach sink.

      Dad had the rifle out of the rucksack.

      He was pointing it at this man.

      “Let my daughter go, right this second.”

      The man’s demeanour shifted. He tightened up.

      And then he sighed, loosened the knife. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice cracking. “But I call your bluff. Besides, I really need your stuff.”

      He smacked the top of her head.

      He put the blade against her neck.

      And when Dad didn’t fire that trigger, the man began to cut.
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      Mike watched the man slice the blade against his daughter’s neck, and his whole world froze.

      He lost sense of what time it was. He lost sense of where he was, of the sounds around him, the smells, the tastes. He lost sense of the very feelings inside his body.

      Because this blade was slicing against his daughter’s neck.

      And not just that.

      But he saw blood.

      He dropped the rifle and he did the only thing he could.

      He threw himself towards the man, towards his daughter.

      He thought he heard shouts from behind. He thought he heard voices telling him to watch out, to be careful. He thought he heard screams.

      But all he could see was right in front of him.

      All he wanted to see was right in front of him.

      And he wasn’t ever going to let a thing happen to his little girl.

      He wasn’t ever going to let a thing happen to his angel.

      He grabbed the man’s hand. The blade had cut some of Holly’s neck, but it didn’t seem to be deep.

      But now he had another problem.

      The man pulling back his other hand, punching him in his stomach. Hard.

      He winced, curled over. He didn’t wallow in the pain though. He’d been in the military. And he’d been through emotional hell. He knew how to deal with things as superficial as pain.

      He stood back up, went to take a swing at the man.

      But then he noticed something different.

      The man had let Holly go.

      And he swung the knife at Mike.

      Mike crouched down, dodged the knife in an instant.

      And then, while he had the chance, he ploughed his full body weight into the man’s torso, knocking him off his feet.

      He felt the knife smacking against his back as he pushed the man to the ground. He didn’t know whether the stab wounds were deep, or whether they were superficial, or whether they were even stab wounds at all, only that this man was trying to slam that knife into his body.

      He just pushed this man to the ground, red mist in his eyes, an urge for revenge coursing through his bloodstream.

      The man slammed against the ground with force. And when he hit, Mike pushed his knife-hand out of the way, pressing it against the ground.

      And in a fell swoop, he spun it around, twisted it and snapped it.

      The man let out a deafening shriek. The knife dropped to the ground. Behind, Mike heard winces. The winces of his people. The winces of his friends. The winces of the people he cared about.

      The man turned his pained face, looked up at Mike. “Please,” he said. “I’m sorry. I just—”

      But Mike wasn’t in a mood for listening.

      He pummelled his fist into the side of this man’s face.

      And then when he looked back up, he did it again.

      Then again.

      Then again.

      And he kept on going until the bruising appeared; he kept on going as the man’s eye went bloodshot, as blood started pooling out of his mouth and his ear and his nose, and he kept on going as he felt Holly grab his arm and beg him to stop because doing this made him the same as them—doing this made him the same as the very people he was trying too hard not to become.

      But he kept on going.

      He stopped when the man’s face had swollen up to unrecognisable proportions. And only then did he reach for the knife, press it against the man’s neck.

      “You tried to kill my daughter,” Mike said.

      He pushed the neck down, just enough to cut the skin.

      “Mike!” It was Alison. But he wasn’t in a mood to listen.

      The man looked up at him. Through his one good eye, Mike thought he saw something. The person underneath. The real person underneath; a person who had just been tainted by this world.

      But it didn’t matter.

      This man had still tried to kill his daughter. He’d still put a knife to Holly’s neck. He’d still directly threatened the person Mike cared about more than any living being in this world anymore.

      “You tried to kill my daughter,” Mike said. “You would’ve fucking killed her if I hadn’t stopped you.”

      The man spluttered out a tooth along with a load of thick, gloopy blood. “My daughter… my—my daughter. Please.”

      “I don’t give a flying shit about your daughter,” Mike said, pushing the knife down harder on the man’s windpipe, so hard that it felt like it was about to give way. “I care about what you just did to my daughter. And you’re going to pay for it. Right now, you’re going to pay for it.”

      The man looked up at Mike, and Mike saw something different entirely. He saw fear. Total fear.

      But not for himself.

      He saw fear for someone else.

      “My daughter,” the man said. “My Kelsie. She’s—she’s—You have to protect her. She’s—”

      But then something happened.

      Mike pushed down.

      Just a little too hard.

      The man’s neck opened up. Blood spurted out.

      And as he lay there on the road, choking on his own blood, he was unable to say another word.

      But all Mike could do was watch.

      All Mike could do was stay with the man as the life slipped from his body, as his struggle to save his own daughter went on.

      And he couldn’t even feel a fraction of remorse, as the man’s good eye went totally bloodshot; as the muscles in his body went hard; as he tried to reach up and smack Mike free of him.

      He couldn’t feel a fraction of remorse as the life disappeared from his eyes.

      As he stopped choking.

      As the life exited his body.

      Mike stood up. He wiped his bloodied hands on his chest. Then he looked back, knife in hand, at the rest of his people.

      They looked at him differently. With fear. With sadness. With something different entirely.

      “Come on,” Mike said, not even looking at a single one of them. “The street looks clearer. I’d say we get out of here while we still can.”

      He walked past his people.

      He walked past Holly.

      The blood on his hands began to crust over.

      And in his mind, the memory of that man’s dying wish to find his daughter, and how he’d taken that opportunity away from him.
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      The good news was, they were out of the small town of Longridge and back into the spacious countryside.

      The bad news?

      Mike’s mind and emotions were still very much back there, back in the town, caught up in what he’d done to that man; in how he’d taken his life without so much as a moment’s hesitation.

      Not to mention the fact that they’d been forced to take the long way around after their run-in on the road.

      The afternoon sun hid behind a thick bundle of clouds. It looked like it was going to pour down for the first time in a long while. At least that meant they could work on getting some water gathered the good old-fashioned way. They weren’t running low on bottled water just yet, but it was something Mike was very conscious of, even if he did have some purification tablets stashed in his rucksack. He was conscious to save those until he absolutely needed them.

      There were various ways of collecting water. The trap most people fell into is that they’d blindly trust rainwater as pure and natural, when in fact it picks up pollutants from the air and whatever surfaces it touches before collection. The best thing to do, once rainwater has been collected, is to use coffee filters and the like to strain out any sediment that may get into it. Even better if you can set up a filter on the barrels you’re collecting rainwater in, if you’re stationary and staying somewhere. On the road, when in need of making drinking water safe, the classic trick is to boil the water for a good ten minutes to make sure it is safe to drink, to throw in a water purification tablet (if you’ve got any), or to even use a homemade water filter to remove impurities.

      How’s it done? Turn a plastic bottle on its head, cut out the bottom, then use a piece of cloth at the mouth to block anything falling out. Then, fill the bottle a third of the way with sand, another third with charcoal, and then the last third with small rocks. Pour the water through and voila—filtered water.

      Naturally, in an end of the world scenario, any source of water is a dime a dozen. Rain. Rivers. Ponds. Even toilets. Everything is valuable. So make the most of it before someone else more knowledgeable does.

      Mike looked at the fields around him. He had a slight pain on his back where the man’s knife had swung at him, but fortunately it wasn’t as serious as it felt in the moment. Holly’s cut on her neck wasn’t too bad, either. It’d heal. Just had to hope it didn’t get infected or anything like that. They’d keep an eye on their wounds. At the end of the day, they’d been lucky.

      Luckier than the other guy, anyway.

      As Mike walked, he imagined that he was just on a trekking holiday. That’s all he had to think of now. He was past Longridge. That was the first major hurdle—a hurdle that hadn’t been totally jumped, of course. And sure, there’d be more hurdles on the way, but hopefully nothing quite like that.

      The hardest thing about what’d just happened in Longridge? The most difficult thing to face up to; to accept?

      He hadn’t felt any remorse killing that man.

      Even when the man had begged for Mike to try and find his daughter for him, he hadn’t felt any remorse.

      He’d just felt anger.

      Anger that the man had threatened his daughter.

      Anger that he’d put a blade to Holly’s neck and actually started cutting.

      He didn’t care that his reaction had made the others uncomfortable. He didn’t even care that he’d murdered someone right in the eyes of a bloody police officer.

      He’d done what he had to do. For himself.

      He’d used the lack of the new rules of the world to his advantage.

      Did that make him a monster? Or did it make him the most real he’d ever been, no longer bound by the chains of what society wanted him to do?

      He shook his head, let out a sigh. Arya trailed by his side.

      “At least you aren’t judging me, hmm?” he said.

      She glanced at him. Almost as if she was uncertain about him.

      Bloody typical.

      He walked alone at the front of the group for a while. The plan was simple: stay off the roads as much as possible. There’d be times when they had to pass through small residential areas, but it was manageable—if they kept their wits about them.

      It was right now that Mike wished he’d been able to hold on to the rifles from the prisoners back when they’d opened fire on the cabin at the Rocky Cliffs. What a difference they would’ve made—as a deterrent above anything.

      He heard footsteps, then. Someone stepping up beside him.

      When he turned, he saw it was Alison.

      She looked at him differently. But it was a way of looking at him that he’d grown familiar with already.

      “What?” he asked.

      Alison raised her eyebrows. “Nothing. What makes you think I have anything to ask?”

      “I’ve known you long enough to know when you’re going to go all police officer on me.”

      “Actually, you barely know me at all.” She paused. “But yeah. Yeah, I suppose I am going to go ‘all police officer’ on you. You got that right.”

      Mike sighed. He should’ve known this was coming. “Any chance we can just skip the bulk of the conversation and get to the real message?”

      “You killed someone back there, Mike. You… you had a chance to let him go. You had a chance to forgive. But you did it. Right in front of your own daughter. Right in front of everyone.”

      Mike turned back awkwardly, looked over at the rest of the group. “I did what I—”

      “Don’t say you did what you had to. You did what you wanted to. The sooner you step up, the sooner you face that, the better.”

      Mike sighed, then. He lowered his head, kept on walking. “I guess you’re right,” he said. “But you have to understand something. I don’t care who that man was. I don’t care what his game was, what he was trying to do, whether he was good or bad before the lights went out. I don’t care about any of that. I just care about protecting the people I love. And that’s what I’ll do. I’d do it again in a heartbeat if I had to.”

      Mike was expecting to hear more of it from Alison—to get even more of a grilling.

      But in the end, something different happened.

      “I’d have done the same. If I was in your shoes.”

      Mike turned. Stuttered a little.

      “You know, I had a daughter once.”

      Mike’s heart began to race. Because the fact she had a daughter and the way she said it… it didn’t sound like good news.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I can talk about it now. I was young. Nineteen. Should’ve known better. Anyway, I decided to have the kid. Actually, as scared as I was, I found myself looking forward to it, you know? I found myself getting behind this idea of life. But… but my daughter didn’t make it. Didn’t make it through childbirth. I don’t think I’ve ever felt pain like that. And I swore to myself never to get myself in a position where I could feel it again.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mike said. “Truly.”

      “I remember wanting to just tear up the world. I wanted to attack everyone. I separated with Alex, the guy I was with at the time. I cut myself off from everything and everyone. And you know… if someone had told me there was someone responsible for what’d happened, I could’ve done what you just did before. Even if it wasn’t true, I could’ve done what you did.”

      The pair of them looked at one another. Silence pervaded as the countryside fields stretched on.

      “Just don’t lose sight of who you are, Mike,” Alison said before walking ahead to lead the group. “And don’t lose sight of the person you want your daughter to grow to be.”

      He swallowed a lump in his throat. Looked back at Holly, caught her eye and tried to smile.

      She smiled back.

      But he could see it already.

      He could see it in her eyes.

      This world was changing her.

      This world was going to change everyone.

      And it wasn’t going to be pretty.
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      Holly walked with Harriet and couldn’t get the memory of what’d happened in Longridge out of her mind.

      She looked at Dad as he walked up ahead, Alison and Arya with him. In front, there was Kumal, Richard, and Gina. Nobody was really saying much. It felt like there was a real tension in the air. A tension that had been bubbling over for a while, but had now burst into whatever this was.

      And it was the reality of what’d happened in Longridge that’d done it.

      The reality of what almost happened to Holly.

      And what her dad had done to the man who’d tried to hurt her.

      She took a deep breath of the fresh country air. The flashback filled her mind. The blood. The gargling cries. And that final moment as Dad stared down at the man on the road. The look of fear in the man’s eyes—and that feral look in Dad’s eyes. A look she’d never seen before.

      She knew Dad was just trying to protect her. She knew he’d saved her life—again.

      But she couldn’t shake off the nagging question that was haunting her the more she thought it.

      If this was just the seventh day, what was going to happen from here if they didn’t get to this safe place after all?

      Just how much further were things going to go, and how much more control were the people around her going to lose?

      “You know, I’m not gonna lie,” Harriet said. “What your dad did for you back there was pretty badass.”

      Holly felt the hairs on her arms standing on end. She cleared her throat, looked away from Harriet. “Yeah. Well. I… I kind of wish he hadn’t.”

      Harriet puffed out her lips and snorted. “That bloke was going to kill you.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.”

      “He was going to kill you. Your dad stood up for you. And what he did. That… that takes balls. Or whatever the politically correct way of saying that is these days.”

      Holly tasted bitterness in her mouth. She could understand Harriet’s sentiment. But the way Dad had acted… the way he’d killed that man. She couldn’t dress up the fact that he’d taken a man’s life. And not just a man’s life, but a man who in the end was begging for mercy; a man like him, who just wanted the best for his family.

      “I just don’t want us to turn into monsters,” Holly said. “I… I want us to hold on to our humanity. That’s all.”

      Harriet puffed out her lips, chuckled a little.

      Holly frowned. “What?”

      Harriet shook her head. “Nothing.”

      “No, really. Why are you laughing?”

      “It’s just what you said then,” Harriet said. “About ‘holding on to our humanity’. You say it like the world wasn’t filled with monsters before the event.”

      “Not the kind that is about now.”

      Harriet raised her eyebrows. “Really?”

      Holly felt a sickening guilt in her stomach, then. She’d heard the rumours that Harriet had a hard time from her parents. That her dad was… that he wasn’t nice to her in some way.

      But she could see the vulnerability in Harriet’s eyes now. She could see the way they were watering. And she wanted to take back what she’d said.

      “Sorry,” Holly said.

      “I know what happened wasn’t exactly ideal,” Harriet said. “I know it wasn’t like, dream-dad material. It won’t win him any awards. But shit. What I’d give for a dad who’d look out for me like that. What I’d give for someone who… who cares for me like that.”

      She looked away, then. Her voice was breaking.

      And at that moment, Holly wanted nothing more than to reassure Harriet that she was surrounded by people who cared about her now.

      But at the same time… she found herself looking ahead. Looking at Dad. And realising something, well and truly.

      “I’ve been hard on him,” Holly said. “I’ve… I’ve given him a hard time. But it’s only because—”

      “Because you care about him,” Harriet said. “You want him to be the best version of himself. You saw how far he sunk, and you don’t want him to go down that path again. You want… you want him to keep on being your dad.”

      She looked at Holly and she smiled.

      “I get it, Hol. Really, I do.”

      Holly felt guilty again, mostly because she’d underestimated just how much more there really was to Harriet than it seemed on the surface.

      “We’ll get to this safe zone,” Holly said. “And when we get there… one way or another, we’ll make sure the world’s better. We’ll make sure we stick together, even when the bad people out there want to change that. Okay?”

      Harriet smiled. “You’ve got a heart of gold; you know that?”

      Holly looked away. “Not really.”

      “No, really. I was tough on you. I guess part of it was because you were so nice. But hey. We can be awkward bitches at times, can’t we?”

      Holly smiled again. “Here’s to being awkward bitches.”

      Harriet smiled back. And at that moment, it felt like the pair of them were closer than they’d ever been. It felt like, as the sun re-emerged from behind the clouds, they had an understanding—a friendship—that went way beyond what it used to be.

      The new world was strange in its ways.

      But Holly knew there was something else she needed to do right now.

      “I have to tell him I understand,” Holly said. “I… I have to tell him I get why he did what he did.”

      Harriet nodded. She planted a hand on Holly’s back, patted it. “Then you go do it,” she said. “Just remember. If ever you need…”

      She didn’t finish what she was saying.

      She went pale. Deathly pale, really suddenly.

      And then something else happened.

      Blood started to pool from her nostrils.

      Holly’s body filled with fear. She rushed over to her. “Harriet?”

      But all Harriet did was stare up in fear.

      All she did was glare at Holly as her face got paler, as more blood began to flow.

      “Harriet!”

      And as the rest of the group realised what was happening, Holly could only watch as Harriet fell to the grass, hand in hers.

      And as she slipped into unconsciousness, she gave Holly’s hand a final squeeze; then she started shaking.

      Rapidly.

      Unconscious.
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      The second Mike heard his daughter cry out Harriet’s name, he knew something bad was happening.

      He spun around. Squinted over at Holly and Harriet, who had been walking at the back of the group.

      But it took his eyes a second to adjust. Took him a moment to adapt to what he was looking at. Because at first, he didn’t think he could see two people at all. Just Holly, standing there, shock on her face.

      But then he saw Harriet.

      She was lying on the ground. And from this distance, it looked like she was shaking.

      The worst thing?

      Blood was streaming from her nostrils, right down her cheeks.

      Sickness hit Mike right at the core. All kinds of options spiralled around his mind. A seizure? Some kind of illness? Who knows what kind of effect the EMP could’ve had, really? It stood to reason that there’d be more bugs around with nobody around to clean surfaces, and the chance of water not being totally decontaminated, not to mention the rise of dead bodies out in the open. But this didn’t seem like a bug or an infection. It seemed like something else. A seizure of some kind. He’d seen them before, when he was in the military. One of the guys on his team, Carlos. It’d been scary, seeing him writhe around, so out of control of his bodily functions. It’d stuck with Mike, haunting him to this day.

      But there’d been no blood when Carlos had his seizure.

      There’d been nothing like this.

      He reached Harriet’s side. Holly was crouched down beside her, holding her hand. She was getting hysterical. “She—she just fell. She started bleeding and fell and then she—she started moving like this.”

      Mike put a hand on Holly’s shoulder then crouched down beside Harriet. “Let me take a look at her.”

      He could see that Harriet’s eyes were twitching all over the place. The worst thing? She was biting down pretty hard on her tongue, which wasn’t good at all. They’d missed the chance to get something in her mouth to block her from biting herself.

      But the blood. The bright red flowing blood. It made Mike’s stomach turn.

      “Does anyone know whether Harriet was prone to seizures in the past?” Mike asked.

      He looked at Holly. Then at Kumal and Gina.

      “Anyone?”

      “No,” Gina said. “At least… at least not that we know of.”

      Mike sighed. The sudden onset of some kind of epilepsy was hard to believe, especially with such timing like this. “Either she’s got an undiagnosed condition, or…”

      He didn’t finish.

      “Or what?” Gina asked.

      Mike held his breath. “All I can think of is that the EMP is affecting bodies in some way that we perhaps didn’t think before.”

      Alison narrowed her eyes. “What’re you talking about?”

      Mike closed his eyes, put a hand on Harriet’s chest and waited for her to ride this seizure out. “I did a bit of reading about the effects of an EMP on the human body, once. Generally, a quick pulse just passes through without issue. But causing real damage to the electrical currents in the body? That’d take a sustained magnetic field increasing in size.”

      “First, what does any of that mean?” Gina asked. “And second… whatever it is, do you think it’s a possibility?”

      Mike swallowed a sickly lump in his throat. “I… I don’t know. By its very nature, an event like this would take us out of the realm of an electromagnetic pulse into something different entirely. And there’s no evidence that an EMP could harm the human body aside from a few unproven studies, like I said. But… I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

      He looked down at Harriet’s seizing body. And he knew that there wasn’t much that could be done.

      “We have to get her to a hospital,” Gina said.

      Mike shook his head. “Absolutely out of the question.”

      “Perhaps—perhaps she did have epilepsy or something. She kept a lot from us about her private life, after all. Maybe… maybe if she did, we can go to the Grimsargh Medical Centre nearby. It’s not a big hospital. But they have a pharmacy in there. They—”

      “Alison and I saw the state the main hospital was in on the first day,” Mike said. “Trust me. The hospitals will be in the hands of gangs and looters now. Druggies will be dosed up to their eyeballs on all kinds of shit. Infection will be rife. Seriously, a hospital is the last place we want to be.”

      Gina stood her ground, tears in her eyes. “So we just let her die?”

      Mike heard Gina’s words. And at the same time, he saw the way the rest of the group was looking at him. Again, they had that expression, the expression he recognised. Like they were judging him. Like they were holding onto a humanity that was going to get them killed.

      “We can’t go to the hospital,” Mike said. He looked at his daughter now. He wanted her to see. He wanted her to understand. “Holly, you have to listen to me. We just can’t.”

      She looked at Mike. And this time, he didn’t see disdain in her eyes. He didn’t see hate.

      He saw understanding.

      “I know you care,” she said. “I know you just want to keep me safe. To keep all of us safe. But we have to try, Dad. We just have to try.”

      Mike looked at Harriet. The bleeding seemed to have stopped. The shaking was less violent. But one thing was for certain: much more of that was going to kill her.

      And Holly was right.

      They couldn’t just give up.

      Even though they were so close to the end of their journey, it wasn’t close enough.

      “The medical centre,” Mike said, taking a sharp breath and resisting the pull of his instincts to keep on going. “How far is it from here?”

      Gina raised a hand, pointed over towards the road. “Probably an hour’s walk. But I know the way. I know a quieter route. I can lead the way. I can… I can do this. We can help her.”

      Mike stood there, looking down at Harriet. He wanted to give up and keep on going. But what did that make him? What was he if he didn’t at least try to help this girl? He had an idea of what kind of medication he could search for. So why shouldn’t he at least try?

      So he took a deep breath, then he crouched down and lifted Harriet up.

      “Then we go to the medical centre,” he said.
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      Harriet’s eyes closed, and she saw everything.

      It was cold. Far colder than she remembered it being. For some reason, a voice in her head told her that it was summer. So why was it so cold? Why was it so freezing?

      She could see a window somewhere ahead of her taking shape. And outside, she could see snow. She found herself smiling when she saw the snow because she was young again. A young kid. So all the stuff about her being an adult was a dream? All of it was just a figment of her imagination? It was possible. Kids had the wildest imaginations, of course.

      A taste of blood across her lips. Just for a moment.

      Jaws tensing…

      But then everything was normal again.

      She looked at this window, at the snow falling outside, and she felt a smile creep further up her face. She loved the snow. Even though she’d only ever seen it on telly. She always told her dad how much she wanted to go to Lapland, spend some time with Rudolph and the other reindeers. Dad used to smile at her. Told her to save her pocket money up, and maybe someday she would get to visit.

      She’d been saving for a long time. And for some reason, whenever she thought she had enough saved—five pounds once, six pounds another—the pocket money would go missing.

      She didn’t make the link between the needles that Dad carried into the house for him and mum and her missing pocket money. After all, Dad wanted to go to Lapland too, didn’t he? He wouldn’t take her pocket money. It was hers.

      She walked towards the window. Stood on her tiptoes. But she couldn’t reach it. She just wanted to open the window. She just wanted to feel the snow fall. Dad told her she couldn’t leave the house because there were monsters outside. That’s why she wasn’t allowed to go to school either. Even though a nice lady once came and wanted to know where Harriet was, that she was okay… she just had to pretend she had the flu.

      The nice lady hadn’t been back since.

      She looked around the room. Then she saw it. The cabinet. The cabinet where Dad kept his photo frame with the photo of his mum sitting on top of. He always told Harriet not to touch it because she’d get her fingers chopped up if she did.

      But she wasn’t going to touch it. She was just going to move it a bit so she didn’t slip up over it when she climbed on the cabinet, when she saw the snow.

      She got up. Clambered her way up the side of the cabinet. It creaked a bit, a little wobbly. And she thought when she stood on it that it wasn’t going to hold her; that it was all going to fall down like a Jenga stack.

      But then she steadied herself. And now she was higher up.

      But the window. It was still to the left a little. She’d have to reach over and open it to feel the snow.

      She climbed to the edge of the cabinet. She felt it creaking some more. Dad was upstairs somewhere. She hadn’t seen him for a while. She could smell something, though. Something chemical. She didn’t know what it was, only that the smell got on her chest, made her want to be sick.

      She reached the edge of the cabinet and leaned over, desperate to get to the window, desperate to just feel the snow.

      But there was a gap. A gap she’d have to climb if she wanted to get onto the window-ledge.

      She stretched out her leg, but the gap was too far. But she was here now. She’d made it this far. She didn’t want to give up.

      She thought about what the superheroes would do. They’d do a big jump over, or fly over. They wouldn’t let stupid little gaps stop them. They wouldn’t let miserable daddies stop them. They’d just do it.

      So she held her breath, looked at the snowy window, and she jumped.

      At first, she felt amazing. She felt like she’d made it. She saw the snow in front of her and she felt like she was outside amidst it.

      But then she felt herself smack against the window, head-first.

      She felt herself crack back—bounce back.

      She tried to reach for the side of the cabinet to grip onto it, like Lara Croft would in that Tomb Raider game Daddy’s friends and him would play late at night when it was way past bedtime.

      But her fingers scraped against the photo frame.

      The one Daddy told her never to touch.

      And before she knew it, Harriet hit the floor.

      She saw the photo frame moving. Saw it hurtling through the air towards her.

      And she wanted to stop it. She wanted to use her special powers to reach out, to cushion its fall.

      But it was too late.

      The photo frame hit the floor.

      Smashed into pieces.

      She went still, then, head aching badly. She heard movement upstairs. A door opening. Voices. Then a door slamming and footsteps racing down the stairs.

      And as she held her breath and waited for Daddy, she remembered looking at that frame and seeing something behind it. Something white. A powder. Lots of it.

      But at the time, she didn’t think anything of it.

      She just felt sad that she’d broken Daddy’s favourite photo frame.

      She just felt sad that he was going to be upset.

      With her.

      He stepped around the corner of the doorway, and she saw right away, from the look in his eyes, that he was cross.

      “I was just trying to see the snow,” Harriet said, back hurting, legs hurting, everywhere hurting.

      Dad reached down. Picked up the remains of the photo frame. He looked sad, but sadder at the powder than at the photo, which Harriet didn’t understand.

      And then he looked at her, broken glass in hand.

      “Come on,” he said, reaching out for her arm. “It’s time I taught you a thing or two about discipline.”

      

      Harriet never brought that memory to mind. She repressed it from that day and hadn’t revisited it ever since.

      But as she lay there in Mike’s arms, unbeknownst to her that she was seizing, the memory flashed through her mind again.

      The pain of her childhood sparked up inside her, all over again…
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      When the group reached the medical centre, Mike knew coming here was a bad idea.

      The afternoon was racing on. The longer the day went on, the more progressively convinced Mike grew that they weren’t going to make it to the safe zone by nightfall. The goal had been to get there today. But already, those ambitions were falling apart. The obstacles were stacking up. And if they weren’t careful, it was only going to get worse.

      And now here he was, carrying Harriet in his arms, a couple of hours or so—longer than the hour Gina had insisted—after considering giving up on her.

      He looked down at Harriet as she lay in his arms. She was still out cold. The seizure had stopped, and some colour had returned to her cheeks. She needed some medicine. An anticonvulsant; a carbamazepine like Tegretol. He wasn’t sure if it could do much to get her out of her current state. But if it could do anything, it was at least to prevent future events like this occurring.

      That said… the medical centre.

      The windows had been smashed in. Cars had been abandoned outside it. There were wheelchairs on their sides, ambulances empty of people. Mike swore he could smell dead bodies, and already he knew this wasn’t good.

      He looked over his shoulder, back at the rest of the group. And then he looked at the street beyond the medical centre. He’d seen a few people on his way here, but they’d kept themselves to themselves, much to his relief. At least not everyone had turned into a psycho since the power went out.

      “This… this doesn’t look good,” Mike said. It was all he could say to the group. After all, it was the truth. The medical centre looked like it’d been well and truly looted already. There were flies everywhere. And inside, there could be people.

      Alison stepped up to Mike’s side. “We’re here now. We might as well check it out.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat and nodded. “Some of us should wait outside.”

      He looked around. Saw Kumal and Gina look at each other with uncertainty. Holly and Richard didn’t look too keen either, and neither did Alison.

      Even Arya looked insulted by the proposition.

      Mike sighed and turned back to the medical centre. “Nobody’s up for waiting outside then? Really?”

      “I don’t think it’s such a great idea for anyone to wait out here alone.”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. Took a deep breath. “Then I’ll go in alone.”

      He walked over to Kumal. Held out Harriet to him.

      He looked back at Mike, bewildered. “Mike?”

      “There’s no way all of us are going in there. And there’s no chance any of us are going in there if there’s nobody on watch. So this is how it’s going to go. I’m going in there. I’m going to find the meds, and I’m going to get out of there as quickly as I can.”

      Holly walked up to Mike. She shook her head. “You can’t just go in there alone, Dad.”

      He put a hand on her shoulder. Looked into her eyes. “I can, Holly. I can, and I will.”

      “But—”

      “We came here to get Harriet something to get her out of this state and then keep her strength up. The sooner we do that, the better. You have to trust me when I say I’ve got this. And you have to keep an eye on everyone else while you’re waiting out here. Okay?”

      He saw Holly open her mouth, saw her get close to objecting.

      And then she just sighed and shook her head. “Come back,” she said. “Please.”

      Mike leaned over, kissed her head.

      Then he stood up and looked at the rest of the group.

      “Any problems, you run, okay? You don’t worry about me. You run. If someone approaches, the last place you want to be is wedged inside this medical centre.”

      Holly started to argue. “But—”

      “No buts,” Mike said. “If you want me to do this, then this is the only way I’m doing it.”

      He looked around at the group, then. He looked at Kumal with Harriet, Gina with Holly and Richard, and he looked at Alison with Arya.

      And he saw something in Alison’s eyes. Something similar to the look in his daughter’s eyes.

      “Make sure you come back,” Alison said. “Okay?”

      Mike nodded. Took a deep breath.

      Then without looking in his daughter’s eyes again, he turned around and walked into the medical centre.

      

      The first thing that hit Mike as he stepped inside the medical centre was just how damned eerie it was in here.

      The place had been ransacked already, that much was clear. There was dirt from shoes all over the floor. The bright lights that usually illuminated these places were nowhere to be seen. On the floor over by a little store—already emptied—a drip, fallen to the floor.

      He took a deep breath, ignored the reluctance inside his body and made his way through the reception area. He had to get to the pharmacy, which was just down the corridor on the left. And he had to get there as quickly as he could.

      The further he got, the tenser he grew. He thought he heard people coughing in the distance. He could smell sweat and rot in the air. But he just pushed it to one side. He had to, after all. He couldn’t get caught up in what might’ve happened in this place. He couldn’t let his imagination run wild. Now was the time for finding the supplies Harriet needed.

      And then he had to get out of here.

      He walked further down the corridor, which got narrower and narrower. He saw a children’s ward on his left, avoided looking inside—for fear, through pain.

      He kept on going further. And as he walked, the memories came to him. The memories of when Caitlin had been in hospital. The times he’d walked down the hospital corridors, over and over again. The fittest time of his life since his military days.

      He walked further. Saw the pharmacy up ahead. He had to just hope the meds he was after were left, in some form or other.

      But then he stopped.

      To his right, he saw a doorway. And inside, through the window, he saw something that made the hairs on his arms stand on end.

      Intensive care. It was only a small ICU. The room was totally silent.

      And there were people in there. Hooked up to machines, which had gone out.

      Dead people.

      And beside one of those people, there was a man. He looked like he was just sat there at first, by his wife’s side.

      But then Mike saw the cut marks down his arms; saw the blade on the floor, the blood that’d spurted from his body.

      A tragic end.

      He turned away. Kept on going. He was so close now. But that sense that someone else was here was building even more. That sense that there was somebody onto him—trying to get to him—grew more and more.

      He reached the end of the corridor, reached the pharmacy, and he saw it.

      The place had been emptied out. There were meds all over the floor, cartons emptied, pills crushed.

      And there was something else, too.

      A woman sat there. She was dressed in her pharmacy gear, propped up against the counter.

      She was holding onto a bloody wound on her torso.

      Mike’s first instinct was to walk. He didn’t want to get too close, too attached.

      But then he found himself going over towards her.

      Found himself crouching down opposite her, examining her wound.

      “What… what happened here?” he asked.

      He saw the woman open her mouth. Saw the fear in her eyes. She was trying to say something.

      He moved closer. Tried to listen to her. Strained to hear.

      And that’s when he heard it.

      That’s when he heard the words.

      “Get—get out. They’re here. They’re here.”

      His skin crawled. He moved back. Narrowed his eyes. “Who’s—”

      He didn’t say anything else.

      Because that’s when he heard the footsteps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike heard the footsteps and every muscle in his body went numb.

      He could hear them getting closer and closer. It sounded like they were climbing down some stairs. Naturally he’d be concerned about any kind of group he didn’t already know about, because it paid to be sceptical of anyone’s motives in this new world.

      But it was the look on the pharmacy worker’s face that made all of this a whole lot worse. That look of pure, unfiltered fear to her gaze. That’s the only way it could be described. Total fear.

      She looked at Mike as she held onto the bloodied gunshot wound on her chest and her eyes went even more glassy.

      “Get out of here,” she whispered, pain to her voice. “Quick.”

      Then her eyes rolled back into her skull and she went still.

      He stood still, frozen to the spot. The footsteps were getting further down the stairs, closer towards his position. He could hear they were coming from the corridor ahead of where he was at the moment. Which meant eventually, they were going to make their way down here. They were going to find him. He was going to face the same fate as this woman.

      And then Holly, Alison, Arya, and the others…

      He thought about Harriet. How desperate she was for medical attention right now. But as he crouched here, heart pounding, he knew something, deep down in his bones.

      He wasn’t going to be able to get what she needed. He wasn’t going to be able to help her.

      He had to find another way.

      He turned around and went to step outside the pharmacy area of the medical centre.

      That’s when he heard the footsteps stop at the end of the corridor.

      He froze again. His heart raced. Because he knew what this meant. They were on his floor. They were going to head his way. He had to get somewhere, fast. He had to get out of here.

      He looked around desperately for another exit. A door in the back of the pharmacy; some kind of opening in the ceiling.

      But there was nothing.

      Nothing, and the footsteps were getting closer.

      They sounded heavy, like there were a few of them. He could hear them murmuring, but couldn’t figure out what they were saying. He couldn’t focus on anything—anything but the situation he was in, the need to battle his way out of it, the need to be free.

      He stepped to the exit of the pharmacy again. But the footsteps were getting closer by the second. He was trapped, that much was clear. And even if he did manage to evade these people, they were still going to get outside to his people, to his daughter.

      He thought about just alerting himself to their attention. Calling out for the others to get away from here because there was someone dangerous inside.

      But in the end, he found himself doing something else.

      Because he didn’t want to give up. Not yet.

      He moved over to the pharmacy counter. Without looking properly, he lifted the dead weight of the gunshot woman up, blood covering his hands in the process.

      He lifted her body on top of his. Covered himself.

      And then he closed his eyes and kept as still as he could.

      He listened as the footsteps got closer. Thought of Holly, and of Arya, and of Alison, too.

      And he thought of Caitlin.

      How close he was to being with her again.

      How close this living hell was to ending, once and for all.

      He heard the footsteps stop outside the pharmacy.

      He went still. Totally still. Held his breath even though his heart pummelled in his chest.

      And then he heard the voices.

      There was a reason he hadn’t recognised them before. They were foreign. A language he didn’t understand. A language he definitely hadn’t heard before. It sounded… European. Or perhaps east Asian, he wasn’t sure.

      All he knew was that these people weren’t English.

      And he wasn’t racist in any way. He was far from xenophobic. But hearing these people speak with such confidence in these accents… and the artillery he knew they had. Well, it just made Mike wonder.

      Was something going on here?

      Something beyond what he suspected?

      He heard the footsteps begin to walk on when the woman lying atop him gasped back to life.

      He froze. His body went numb. He started shaking. She was dead. He was sure she was dead.

      And yet…

      She gasped. Pressed at her stomach, pushing more blood out onto Mike.

      And then he heard one of the people stepping around. Laughing. Saying something to his friend.

      He listened as the man got closer. He knew he’d either shoot the woman and send a bullet through him in the process, or he’d realise Mike wasn’t dead at all.

      He was stuck.

      Completely stuck.

      He started to think about what he could do. All he had on his side was the element of surprise. He was going to have to use it. He was going to have to find a way to embrace it, no matter what.

      He felt a bead of sweat roll down his forehead as the man got closer. He was so close he could hear him breathing now.

      The woman kept on fighting, kept on struggling.

      The man crouched opposite her. Said something to her in his language.

      Then in the corner of his eye, Mike saw him lift his gun.

      He held his breath. Prepared for the worst.

      But then something happened.

      Or rather, something didn’t happen.

      The man hit the woman with the butt of the rifle, square on the forehead.

      She jolted a second, then went still, letting out a final gasp.

      The man shouted something else to one of his friends, then stood up and walked away.

      All of them laughing.

      Mike didn’t move for a while. He couldn’t. First, the guilt. That woman, she’d been alive. She’d been alive and he’d watched her—felt her—die.

      But he’d done what he had to do.

      And now he had to get out of here and make sure his people were safe.

      He pushed the woman aside. Laid her to rest as peacefully as he could.

      Then he rushed out of the medical centre, raced towards the front door.

      The first thing he saw was the armed group. They were dressed all in black. They were off in the distance. Far enough away.

      He was about to panic, to race around and search for Holly and his people, when he saw them.

      They were hiding. All of them, hiding behind a minibus.

      Relief washed over Mike. He walked over to them, knees like jelly. “Thank God you’re okay,” Mike said. “Thank God you’re…”

      Then he saw something.

      They didn’t look happy. Far from it.

      And it only took him a moment to realise why.

      Harriet was lying in Holly’s arms.

      She had gone completely pale.

      Her eyes were dripping blood.

      Holly looked up at Mike, tears in her eyes.

      “She’s dead,” she said. “She—she didn’t make it.”
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      Holly stared into the hole in the ground that Harriet rested in and she’d never felt so low in her entire life.

      The afternoon was dragging on. The sun had peaked, and now had disappeared mostly behind the clouds. They were well behind schedule. They’d put themselves behind schedule by visiting the medical centre, but now they were even more so.

      And for what?

      Harriet had died anyway. She’d died, and now she was gone, and all of them were behind.

      She looked down at the ground as Harriet rested there. Gina and Kumal were by her side, both crying. First Benny, now Harriet. She’d managed to break down her inner boundaries and bond with Harriet. She didn’t think she liked her at first—didn’t think she could find a way to give her a chance because of how she acted with her.

      But she’d broken past that idea of how Harriet was. She’d seen Harriet for how she really was, deep down. She was thoughtful. She was caring. Damaged, sure, but weren’t they all damaged now?

      She hadn’t deserved this. Whatever had happened, she hadn’t deserved it.

      She looked at Gina. Saw how she was just staring blankly down. It worried her, how Gina was acting. She was usually emotional and wore her heart on her sleeve. But she looked… broken. Like something had finally snapped inside her; something that’d been close to snapping for quite some time.

      She’d have to keep an eye on her. She’d have to make sure she kept her cool, kept her composure.

      She’d have to make sure she was okay.

      “Are you ready, Holly?”

      The second Holly heard her dad’s voice, her instinct was to recoil. She heard that niggling voice in her head blaming her dad for the fact Harriet had died.

      But she knew that wasn’t true. It was the same destructive voice that had caused problems for her in the past in her relationship with her dad. The fact of the matter was, Dad had tried his best. He’d pushed past his comfort zone and gone into that medical centre solo. He didn’t have to do that, but he had.

      And for that, she had to be grateful. They all had to be grateful.

      Holly turned around and looked at her dad. She could see from the look in his eyes that he was beating himself up about this. But he was scared, too. Scared about those people—the people who he’d run into inside the medical centre.

      Holly had seen them too, when she and the others had hidden from them as they passed by. She hadn’t heard them. She’d seen that they were armed. Only there was something different between this group and the prisoners they’d run into a few days ago. This group looked… organised, somehow. They didn’t look like scavengers.

      They looked military.

      She turned to the rest of the group. To Kumal, who taught her to give Harriet the benefit of the doubt in the first place. Then to Alison, Arya, Gina, and Richard. She looked at them all, saw their group sadness, and she found herself wanting to say something.

      “I think… I think I should say a few words,” Holly said.

      Everyone looked at her, standing there in this open field, specks of rain falling down.

      She took a few deep breaths, got her composure. “Harriet and I didn’t get on great. Not at first. I used to always think she was just mean. But… but I got to know her. More in these last few days than ever before. I got to know her, and I saw I was wrong about her. She wasn’t mean. She was just… struggling. Just like everyone else.”

      She saw tears building in Kumal’s eyes. Saw her dad’s half-smile of sympathy, of pride.

      She saw the blank look on Gina’s face. Emptiness.

      “Harriet… Harriet had her problems. She had her demons. But she had a way of dealing with them. A way that all of us should envy. She managed to handle them. She didn’t—didn’t let them define her. And right until the end, even though she had that snarky side… she believed there was hope. She believed in a better future.”

      She took a few more deep breaths now, battling with her breaking throat.

      “We owe it to Harriet to secure that better future. We owe it to her to go out there, to find it, to seize it. Whether it’s at this safe zone or somewhere else… we go out there and we do what Harriet would’ve done. And when we’re up against it—when things are tough, when we’re brought to our limits—we keep on going.”

      She turned around. Watched a few tears drip down into Harriet’s grave.

      “We do it for Harriet,” she said. “For Benny. For everyone we’ve lost.”

      She looked back at the group.

      “But more than anything, we do it for everyone who is still standing.”

      She went quiet, then. Expected a few people to chip in with a few words. For more people to add to what she’d said.

      But in the end, it was Kumal who walked over, hugged her.

      “Thank you,” he said, emotion creaking through his voice. “What you said. Thank you.”

      He stepped away then. And they all stood there by Harriet’s grave, all looked at each other.

      Holly reached down. Grabbed a spade. “We bury Harriet. And then we make our final push. It’ll be dark soon. But we don’t let the dark scare us. We don’t let anything get in our way. We keep on going.”

      She shovelled some of the dirt down onto Harriet. Felt guilty, imagined everything Harriet would be saying about dirtying her face, about getting muck in her eyes.

      But as she did it, as she buried Harriet, and as her friends and her people joined in, Holly looked down into Harriet’s soft face, and another tear flowed from her eyes.

      She’d never looked more at peace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Mike headed the group as they marched towards the final obstacle on their journey—the small town of Garstang—and he tried to get the memory of what’d happened back at the medical centre out of his mind.

      Night was closing in. It’d be dark before they knew it. Their plan of getting to the safe zone before nightfall was well off target. Mike was certain they were going to have to stop and rest for the night, especially now they were so near to Garstang. The night had two sides to it: on the one hand, it was easier to be sneaky. On the other, Mike knew damn well the gangs and the looters would be in full force.

      He’d rather be somewhere safe, somewhere sheltered. Hell, he’d rather be at this supposed safe zone—as sceptical as he had been about it.

      But he had to take one step at a time. He couldn’t get ahead of himself.

      As he walked, Mike was running through a few wilderness survival tips in case he needed them. He remembered something he’d read once about how a tent wasn’t really a great long-term solution if you were surviving in the wild. The best thing to do was to build an insulated shelter, just small enough to fit you inside, with tree branches and the like, filling the gaps in with small rocks, and adding insulation using bark, leaves and moss.

      Winter was on his mind again too, even though it was some time before he should start worrying about it. One benefit of winter was snow, which could be melted to water as an easy source of hydration. Something not a lot of people realise is that absorbing the liquid from snow actually takes up a lot of energy, so melting it first is crucial.

      There were other things he was pondering, too. A few other ways of sourcing water. Ways of lighting fires—one of which required using the spark of a battery, so off the table for now. And there were other things too, like knots—bowline and double half hitch in particular.

      Oh, and the best way of creating a spear. Let’s just say his mind was heading into overdrive about all these options, all these possibilities.

      Alison walked up to his side. She hadn’t said a lot since they’d buried Holly. But Mike could tell she had something on her chest.

      “Go on,” he said. “Spit it out.”

      Alison rolled her eyes and sighed. “You really do know me well, don’t you?”

      “I know that look on your face. That look when you’re eager to say something. So I reckon you get it out in the open before it bursts your head.”

      Alison sighed. “I just… Well, it’s a few things.”

      “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      Alison ignored him. “First, stop beating yourself up for what happened with Harriet. You tried your best. You did everything you could. It was… it was always going to be a long shot. And even then, without really knowing what was wrong with her, there was no guarantee we were going to be able to do anything.”

      Mike let out a long exhale, kept his focus on the road ahead. “I just can’t help but feel like if we’d been quicker, or if we’d—”

      “Don’t. Just don’t.”

      Mike wanted to carry on. He saw Alison raising a finger, getting him to stop.

      “Stop that train of thought in its tracks right now, idiot. You did your best. We all did. It’s just… it’s one of those awful things. I think the main thing we should be worried about right now is—”

      “The group,” Mike said. “Armed. Speaking some different language. And Holly says they were dressed in, like, military gear.”

      “Oh,” Alison said. “I wasn’t going to say the group. I was going to say Gina.”

      Mike frowned. Slowed down a little. “What about Gina?”

      Alison pointed to the back of the group. “Take a look for yourself.”

      Mike looked over at Gina. To be honest, he didn’t really know the girl. She seemed quiet. A bit of a worrier. Which could be forgiven after all she’d been through.

      But when he looked at her now, he knew right away what Alison was saying.

      She was staring into the distance. She looked totally spaced out, totally emotionless.

      “It’s…”

      “Not like her?” Alison said. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      Mike scratched the back of his neck. He saw shades of himself in Gina when he’d lost Caitlin. Course he’d gone through the grieving stages, but there were other elements too. There was that stage where he didn’t feel anything. Like his senses were dulled to the world around him.

      He wondered if that was the stage Gina was in now. If she’d seen so many stark, devastating things that she was closing off.

      And all he wanted to do was help her.

      “I won’t be a second,” Mike said.

      He walked over to Gina. She barely acknowledged his presence.

      “Hey,” he said. “Mind if I walk with you for a bit?”

      She glanced at him as if she’d only just realised he was there.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’,” he said.

      They walked. Silently for a while. And the further they walked, the more Mike sensed Gina was repressing her feelings. That she was hiding away her emotions. That she was at breaking point.

      “It isn’t easy, losing anyone,” Mike said. “I know that too well. But… but I just want you to know something. I’ve been in the stage you’re in now. I’ve felt so far down the hole that I’ve wanted to just… give up. But just remember something. Please remember something. We’re all here. We’re all with you. And we’re all going to listen to you when you’re ready to talk and comfort you when you’re ready to be comforted, no matter what.”

      She didn’t respond to Mike at first. Didn’t even acknowledge him.

      He was about to walk away. To allow Gina her time. After all, that’s what she needed. She needed to make these decisions alone.

      But then he saw something.

      Gina turned. She looked right into his eyes. And for the first time since what’d gone down at the medical centre, she actually had a look of emotion about her.

      “I’m just… I guess I’m just missing my family. I’m just—just missing the way things were. And I…”

      She stopped, then. Looked like she’d closed off again, just a little.

      But she’d opened up. She’d let something off her chest. That was progress.

      Mike just smiled back at her. Put a hand on her shoulder.

      Then he walked back towards Alison.

      “Seems like whatever you said did something,” Alison said.

      “It’s hard,” he said. “For anyone. But that girl… She’s been through hell already.”

      “And the hell will keep on going on. But we’re almost there now. We’re almost where we need to be.”

      The town of Garstang emerged up ahead. It seemed just like Longridge, except the looting and the chaos here seemed to be well and truly done with. There was nobody on the streets. Everywhere was silent. Everything was…

      “Do you hear that?” Alison asked.

      Mike stopped. Because at first, even though he’d thought it was silent, he did hear it. He heard it clearly.

      A mumbling.

      A mumbling, just ahead.

      He took a few cautious steps forward onto the deserted-looking street. “Keep close. We want to make it through here as quickly as we can. The sooner we can get to the other side of town, the better.”

      “Are you sure walking through town’s a good idea?” Kumal asked.

      Mike turned. “Well, no. I kind of made that pretty clear when we set off.”

      “It’s just… I dunno. That mumbling. I don’t like the sound of it.”

      Mike didn’t like the sound of it either. But he knew what the alternative was. “It’s either this way or loop around the main street, but even then we’ll end up in the suburbs, which’ll be just as busy. The fields around here are filled with farmers, too, who I doubt’ll be too happy to see us. This is the best option of a bad bunch.”

      Nobody looked certain. Hell, he was pretty sure even he didn’t look certain.

      But it’d have to do.

      It’d have to suffice.

      He kept walking. The further he walked, the more that murmuring grew, the closer it got.

      “I think it’s coming from over there,” Richard said, pointing to the left.

      “We keep going.”

      “I… I think it’s…”

      That’s when Mike saw it.

      Right down the street on the left.

      A mass of people. The biggest mass he’d seen since the start of this whole mess.

      They were fighting.

      Protesting.

      Standing up to what looked like a riot squad as they tried to cling to order and power.

      Mike staggered back. “We need to get away from here.”

      “It’s already too late,” Alison said.

      He didn’t know what she meant. Not until he looked around and saw the street behind him.

      It was already filling with people. People running towards them. People running towards the crowd. Angry people. People holding weapons.

      There was no mistaking what was happening.

      A full-scale riot was going down.

      And Mike and his people were trapped in the middle of it.
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      Mike stared at the mass of rioting people and wished he was anywhere but here.

      Darkness was setting in as evening slowly gave way to night. There was a chill to the air, as rain began to fall, as another day came to a close.

      And maybe that’s what it was. Maybe that’s what sparked this madness. Maybe that’s what was sparking this chaos. The seventh night was coming to a close, and still people were getting no answers; getting no help. The small pockets of police remaining were no doubt rationing out bare minimal supplies—if they weren’t gathering the supplies for themselves, or if they hadn’t ditched their duties for their family right now.

      Whatever it was, these people were mad. And there was a lot of people. A whole range of them. Women dressed in suit jackets and trousers. Homeless men. All of them scrapping, all of their collective anger spilling out.

      None of them really sure why they were fighting. But that unavoidable human instinct to fight for its life kicking in all the same.

      Mike just knew one thing for certain.

      “We need to get away from here. We… we need to hide.”

      He grabbed Holly’s hand, Alison’s hand. Together, they walked over to the left side of the street. The people and the police were pushing against one another. The police looked like they were panicked; like they were on the verge of open firing. That couldn’t happen. That wouldn’t settle matters. It’d just make the whole situation even more dire. It’d set up that “us vs them” mentality that was already bubbling over. Shooting at this crowd was literally the last thing the police needed to do right now.

      And yet… they needed to do something.

      “The shopping centre,” Kumal said.

      Mike frowned. Looked around. Saw Kumal was pointing up ahead.

      “If we can get in through one of those windows, we can cross over the bridge between the buildings. And if we do that—”

      “We can get the hell off these streets,” Richard said.

      Mike studied the route ahead. There were two sets of high rise buildings either side of the road, with a passageway leading between the buildings, making up part of a shopping centre. It looked pretty quiet in there, aside from a few people studying the chaos below. He didn’t like the idea of going into any building where he wasn’t aware of what was inside. Especially not after the close-call back at the medical centre.

      Because that thought kept niggling him. That fear. What if that group—whoever they were—were just a smaller pocket of a much larger force?

      What if they were just the pieces of a much bigger puzzle?

      But then he heard glass bottles being smashed. He saw people being pushed to the ground, kicked, blood splattering everywhere.

      He watched, and he knew if he stuck around, he’d be bandied in with this crowd. Because there was no doubt about it, looking at it now.

      “They’re rounding them up,” Holly said, echoing Mike’s thoughts. “They… they’re trying to contain them. To trap them.”

      Mike tasted bitterness in his mouth. As much as he didn’t doubt the police were doing what they were doing with good intentions in mind, he knew equally that they would do whatever they thought necessary to keep order; to keep things under control.

      And he knew just as well from his time in the military that it only took one moment of hot-headedness for this entire ugly situation to turn even uglier…

      “Kumal’s right,” Mike said. “We make a move for the shopping centre. We keep our guard up. Cross over the footway. And we do whatever we can to lay low while this crap goes down.”

      They ran down the path. Every now and then, another person emerged. Some of them looked starving. Others were holding up screaming kids, lifting them in the air.

      “Where’s the aid?” a mother shouted. “Why are you abandoning our children?”

      Mike pressed on, leading the group. He could see a doorway to the shopping centre on the left. If they could get in there, they could get inside and make their way up towards the footway that crossed between the buildings.

      But then there was a chance that shit was going down inside, too. That things were even worse inside.

      No. He had to banish those fears from his mind. He had to do whatever he could.

      He went to turn through the doorway when he saw someone to his right. There was a man lying there. He was old, bearded. Holding out a desperate, shaky hand.

      “Please,” he said, holding his chest. “P… please.”

      Mike saw the people he’d let down in the past. He saw the people he’d turned his back on, walked away from. He saw all the times he’d had an opportunity to help, then failed.

      And he stepped towards the man.

      Almost immediately, he knew it was a bad idea.

      The man lunged to his feet. He was holding a knife.

      “Gimme your stuff,” he said, eyes deranged, expression maniacal.

      Mike staggered back, into the doorway.

      The man kept on coming, kept on walking. “Gimme your stuff. Gimme your stuff. Gimme your—”

      He didn’t finish.

      Because Mike slammed his fist as hard as he could into the guy’s face, knocking him off his feet.

      “Now we get up the stairs,” he said, feeling no remorse but plenty in the way of stinging knuckles. “And we get out of this place. Quick.”

      The group ran down the corridor. Mike passed women holding babies. He passed the lowered shutters in different shops, terrified faces peering out. He passed so many signs of the horror of this new world—so many smells of death and misery—and all he could do was keep on going.

      He reached the escalators, which had naturally come to a halt. Helped his people up them, climbing past fallen bodies and starving faces. Then when he got to the second floor of the shopping centre, knowing he only had one more floor to go while the chaos went on outside, he heard something.

      Two things, actually.

      First… he heard gunfire.

      The gunfire was followed by screams. And he didn’t need to look outside to know. He didn’t need to see outside to see.

      He heard the shouting become more desperate. The cries become more desperate.

      And he found himself looking around at his people, their empty eyes, the distress on their faces.

      “Come on,” he said, not wanting to get caught up in the horror of this whole situation. “We should—”

      That’s when he heard the second sound.

      Behind the lift door, which was jammed shut.

      Scratching.
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      Mike heard the scratching inside the lift and he felt a wave of horror crash through his body.

      The shouting outside had faded into the background. Even the gunshots and the cries seemed to wane in their impact compared to the horror of what he was hearing right now.

      Scratching. Behind this lift door.

      “There’s somebody inside there,” Kumal said.

      Hearing Kumal confirm what Mike had heard just made it all the more real, all the more terrifying. Because the thought that somebody had been trapped in here all this time… no idea of what was going on outside… it was nightmarish.

      But they were alive.

      They were still alive in there.

      So they had to do something.

      “Kumal, Richard, give me a hand.”

      Mike rushed over to the lift door. Stuck his fingers inside it, tried to pull. And as he started to move it, he heard the scratching getting more intense. Like a dead person had been sealed into a coffin and was finally realising there was somebody out there; that somebody had found them.

      Excitement built up inside Mike as he pulled as hard as he could against the jammed door. Kumal, Richard, and even Alison and Holly were helping now, too, as all of them tried to wedge this door open.

      “It’s okay,” Mike said. “Just… just hang on in there. We’re going to get you out of here.”

      They pulled some more. But the more Mike tried, the more his hope waned.

      “We’re not going to get this open,” Alison said.

      “We have to.”

      “But—”

      “We have to, okay?”

      Mike kept on pulling. He was pulling so hard he felt like his fingers were going to yank off. But he kept his focus; he kept his determination. He had to. It was all he had.

      He felt like he’d let so many people down. He felt like he’d turned his back on people.

      He didn’t want to fail anyone else.

      Whoever was inside the lift, scratching to be released, he was going to get to them.

      “Mike.”

      He felt a hand on his arm. And when he heard the voice, he stopped pulling.

      He looked around. Saw it was Alison. At the other side of the lift, the scratching continued.

      Alison looked at Mike, fear in her eyes. “We have to get out of here. You said it yourself. It’s… it’s time to go.”

      A lump filled Mike’s throat. He knew Alison was right. He knew they had to get away from here—and the quicker the better. The last thing any of them wanted was for the riot on the streets to spread upstairs into the shops.

      But then he looked back at the lift door. He thought about when he’d said goodbye to Caitlin. He thought about when he’d given up on his friends back in the military.

      He thought about all these things, and he found himself taking a deep breath, seeing only one option before him.

      “No,” he said.

      He pulled again. Harder this time. So hard he felt the ends of his fingers splitting.

      But he didn’t care. It didn’t matter. Because he was getting into this lift. He was getting whoever was in there out.

      It was a miracle they’d made it this long. He owed it to them to give them a shot of living a little longer.

      He felt the lift door shifting, just a little, even if he was at full pelt now. And he kept on pulling further. He kept on straining himself. His arms felt like they were going to fall off. His head felt like it was going to explode.

      But he was doing this.

      He was doing this.

      He thought of the pain he’d seen in Holly’s eyes when Harriet had fallen. He thought of the pain he’d seen in so many eyes.

      And he didn’t want any of that. Not anymore.

      He was sick of loss.

      For once, he wanted a win.

      He wanted a—

      The lift door creaked open.

      He fell back. Hit the wall. Got up right away, still not quite sure what had happened.

      It was only when he stood that he realised.

      The lift door was ajar.

      He’d done it.

      They’d all done it.

      He rushed over to the door. Pulled it further open.

      And when he did, the first thing that hit him was the smell.

      He heaved. There were all kinds of things in this lift. Feces. Urine. All of it, the smell seeping out onto the corridor.

      But when he opened the lift further, he saw exactly why.

      And when he did… part of him wished he’d never opened these doors at all.

      There was a woman. She was sitting in a puddle of blood with a baby in her arms.

      The baby was dead.

      The woman had long, greasy dark hair. She looked totally emaciated, with cracked lips and tear-soaked eyes. She stretched out a hand to Mike, and he didn’t even want to touch it for fear he’d do damage, she was in such a fragile state.

      She was moving her lips. Whispering something.

      He crawled over to her side. He wanted to move the baby from her arms, but no. He couldn’t. No matter what, she believed she had a child. She had to hold on to that belief.

      “It’s okay,” Mike said. “We… we’ll get you out of here. We’ll get you safe.”

      The woman looked into Mike’s eyes. She put a hand against his face. “The… the Devil,” she said.

      Mike frowned. The woman’s words made the hairs on his arms stand on end. “It’s okay. You don’t have to—”

      “The Devil,” she said.

      And then she did something Mike wasn’t expecting.

      She picked something up. Something from her side.

      It took Mike a few seconds to realise it was a bullet.

      It was then that it clicked—that everything clicked. This woman hadn’t been stuck in this lift all this time. Someone had been here.

      And they’d shot her baby.

      They’d shot her baby then slammed the doors shut again.

      That was how he’d been able to open them.

      They weren’t properly shut.

      “The… the Devil,” the woman said, eyes rolling, consciousness waning. “He’s coming. He’s coming for everyone.”

      “Just hold on,” Mike said. “Just hold on.”

      But it was too late.

      The woman let out a raspy sigh.

      Baby in her arms, she passed away.

      Mike stepped out of the lift, back into the corridor, back into reality.

      Alison touched his arm. “Come on,” she said. “It’s… it’s time we got out of here.”

      Mike knew Alison was right. He turned away from the lift, turned away from the awful scene, and he moved towards the crossing between the buildings.

      But all that time, he heard that woman’s voice spinning around his mind.

      The Devil. He’s coming. He’s coming for everyone…
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      When Mike and the rest of the group made it across the walkway between the shopping centre, they found a small shop with the shutters partly up, so decided to pull them down and take a breather.

      Because if they didn’t… well. Mike knew for certain that there were things that needed to be discussed. Things that needed to be addressed. The things the woman in the lift had said. The Devil. He’s coming. He’s coming for everyone.

      He didn’t know what it meant. But he had a feeling, deep in his gut, with everything that they’d witnessed and everything that had gone down.

      It was Kumal who aired his suspicions first.

      “So I’m starting to think perhaps there could be some kind of invasion going on here.”

      The second he spoke the words, the rest of the group turned to him. Even Arya looked at him, panting, as if she’d mistaken “invasion” for some kind of food. Raisin? Dogs weren’t supposed to eat grapes; Mike knew that much.

      Alison frowned when Kumal spoke. “What do you mean?”

      Kumal scratched his arms as they sat there in the empty fragrance shop. Mike could hear the cries outside still, but they’d mostly died down now. The gunshots had stopped, too. Whatever had happened out there, they weren’t on its doorstep anymore. They were out of the line of fire.

      But Mike knew damn well that danger was never too far away.

      They couldn’t be complacent.

      Kumal cleared his throat, carried on his line of thought. “I’m just thinking,” he said. “The group we came across back at the medical centre. You said it yourselves. They looked military. They were dressed like military. They were speaking in accents we didn’t recognise. Languages we didn’t recognise. And then—then this gunshot kid we found. The things that woman in the lift was saying. Again, it might just be coincidence, but… but what if it’s not?”

      Alison shook her head. “I still don’t understand how this links to an invasion.”

      “I’m saying—”

      “He’s saying,” Mike interrupted, “that there’s a chance the EMP was just the initial blast. That it was the start of something.”

      “The start of what?”

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat. “Full blown invasion from a foreign threat.”

      The silence that pervaded between the group was tangible. And Mike knew why. The suggestion that this was some kind of foreign threat seemed far-fetched; impossible, even.

      But Mike couldn’t help wondering the same thing.

      What if this really was a foreign-led invasion?

      What if the EMP was just the beginning?

      What if they didn’t only have the elements, the looters, and all the obstacles of an EMP-struck world to deal with… but an enemy of military proportions, too?

      He shook his head, took a deep breath. “All we know right now is that night’s fallen. So we’ve got two choices. We head on to the safe zone. If we’re lucky, we might get there in time for morning. But like me, you’ve seen what it’s like out there on the streets. I’m not sure I want to risk anything right now.”

      “The other option?” Alison asked.

      “The other option is… well, we hole up here for the night. We take turns to stay awake. First sign of trouble and we’re out of here. One way or another, we’re going to have to eat a little. And we’re going to have to rest a little. Does anyone have any major objections?”

      The rest of the group didn’t say a thing. It seemed like, for the first time in a long time, they were actually all on a similar page to one another.

      “Good,” Mike said, lifting out some of the remaining protein bars and a partly eaten tub of peanut butter. “Then we rest up. We get our strength back. Then we go out there and we find what we have to find.”

      The group ate, mostly in silence. Mike looked over at Holly. Saw the way she was looking back at him, glassiness to her eyes.

      “You okay?” Mike asked.

      She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something. Then she just nodded. “I will be.”

      “Good. Now I’ll take first shift. I’m not tired anyway. Kumal, you okay to take after me?”

      Kumal nodded. “Always ready.”

      “Good. That’s good. Now get some rest. We’re going to need it.”

      He watched as the group settled down. He looked at Richard, Kumal, Gina, Arya, Alison, and then at his daughter. All of them had their eyes open, as the sky outside the window at the side of this store darkened even more. None of them looked even close to sleep.

      It wasn’t going to be the last time this kind of situation faced them, whether they got out of this world or not.

      Mike leaned back. Patted Arya over, who came and rested on his knee.

      “Doesn’t look like you’ll have much trouble sleeping,” he said.

      He looked out through the window at the streets. Occasionally, a pop of gunfire off in the distance. Occasionally, a shout or cry from someone in a nearby building.

      But mainly, it was his thoughts that kept him alert.

      The Devil. He’s coming. He’s coming for everyone.

      He thought about the invasion theory. Felt his skin crawl.

      Just one more sleep, he thought. Just one more sleep, and they could be on the road to survival, once and for all.

      If only things were that simple.

      If only the world didn’t have different plans…
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      Mike awoke to the smell of fire.

      His eyes darted open right away. His first instinct was that he was imagining things. He’d had a lot of nightmares about fire since the incident with his team back when he was in the military. Often woke up coughing, the taste of smoke on his lips.

      But this was different.

      He could still smell the burning when his eyes had been open a few seconds.

      And then he saw an orange glow from somewhere outside.

      He stood up. Looked around, checked to see who was on guard, disoriented.

      It was Richard.

      He’d fallen a-fucking-sleep.

      “Wake the hell up!” Mike shouted.

      A few of the group stirred. Holly lifted her head. “Dad?”

      “Everybody,” Mike shouted. “Wake the hell up right this second. There’s a damned fire!”

      The “fire” word seemed to do the trick. Heads lifted. People looked around. Unfortunately, it was Richard who was supposed to be on guard, but he looked like he’d dozed off leaning back against the shop wall.

      “Richard,” Mike said.

      He slapped him. Richard’s eyes drifted open, then suddenly a look of panic crossed his face.

      “Yeah, you will panic,” Mike said. “There’s a fire. You were supposed to be awake. You were supposed to let us know if anything happened.”

      Richard looked around then. And when he turned, he saw what the rest of the group had seen.

      There was a fire outside the building they were in, which was visible in the reflection from the windows opposite.

      This place was going to burn.

      Mike shuddered when he saw the flames, which were blocking the main entrance to the shopping centre. It reminded him of the disaster at Grenfell Tower a year or so ago. All those innocent people, all those lives, up in smoke.

      He didn’t want to be another number. He didn’t want his daughter to be another statistic—even in a post-statistic world.

      “We have to get out of here,” Mike said.

      They stood up. Opened the shutters. Raced their way into the building that they’d crossed over into, other people panicking and screaming around them, too focused on themselves to care about the rucksacks over their shoulders, the food in their possession.

      Mike rushed to the escalators. “We need to get out of here. There… there has to be a fire door somewhere.”

      “Is that it?” Kumal asked, pointing towards the door across the corridor, right between a health food shop and a jewellers.

      Mike squinted. He could smell smoke already, did all he could not to inhale it. But he had eyes on the fire door. That was the main thing. “Bingo.”

      He rushed down to the fire door. Went to push it open.

      But then he saw it.

      He saw it in all its glory.

      The flames. They were working their way up the middle of the building at a rapid rate. Somewhere down below, in one of the rooms, Mike heard an agonised scream.

      “We’d better get out of here,” Mike said, pushing the fire door open, feeling guilty for leaving anyone behind—but knowing there was no choice. “We have to…”

      Then he stopped.

      He stopped because he could see what was beneath him.

      Or rather, what wasn’t beneath him.

      The scaffolding that led off the side of the building had been broken away. It looked like something had struck it—a helicopter or a plane, probably, when the EMP struck.

      Whatever had happened, one thing was for sure.

      “We can’t go this way,” Mike said.

      He stepped back into the building. Headed to the middle of the shopping centre again, and looked down the escalators.

      Through the corridor towards the main entrance, Mike could see the orange glow getting closer; hear the screams getting louder.

      “We’ve no choice,” Richard said.

      “Yes,” Mike said. “We do. We find another way. Because there’s no chance we’re getting down those stairs, and there’s no chance we’re getting down this fire exit. And hey. Perhaps if you’d stayed awake long enough, we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”

      Mike saw the way Richard’s face dropped. He regretted his words a little. He knew Richard had made an honest mistake.

      But honest mistakes cost lives.

      There was no more room for complacency.

      They rushed back along the walkway. It was the only way they could go. Mike didn’t hear any chaos outside anymore. The riot would have long settled down by now. They just had to get out that way. They just had to make a break for it. They just had to keep going.

      They raced along the walkway. But as they moved along it, Mike saw something that made his whole body weak.

      The flames weren’t just on the building they’d been trying to get out of. They were all over the town. Burning buildings. Burning cars. A town, dying a death.

      And they were trapped right in its confines.

      Mike knew how easy it was for fires like this to spread. With no fire service around to get the smallest of fires under control, people underestimated just how severe the smallest fire could be; just how quickly it could transform into a full-blown blaze.

      Mike swallowed a lump in his throat and looked out of the window at the fire exit from the building they were heading into.

      There were flames inside one of the stores that it passed by.

      “We’re going to have to do this quickly,” Mike said.

      He took Holly’s hand, whether she liked it or not. And then he ran on, across the walkway and to the other side of the shopping centre.

      The second they stepped inside, Mike realised this whole situation was even worse than he’d thought.

      The building was filled with smoke. There were people downstairs coughing, spluttering. People trapped in shops and rooms.

      Mike covered his mouth, gestured for the rest of his people to do the same. Then he walked over to the escalators, down towards the fire exit.

      The heat was rising the further down they got. Any further and Mike was sure he would pass out.

      That’s when he heard the spluttering.

      He looked around. Richard was struggling. He looked like he’d inhaled smoke.

      As much as Mike was pissed at Richard, he headed back up towards him, gesturing for the others to continue. He put a hand on his back. “Almost there,” he said.

      “I screwed up.”

      “Now’s not the time to mope about what you did or didn’t do. We’ve got to get out of here. Come on.”

      They walked down the escalators to the lower floor, down towards the fire door. Alison already had it open and was inhaling the fresh air from outside.

      Mike stepped out, Richard by his side. And together, they began to make their way down the stairs.

      But as they got further down, Mike realised they had a problem. The flames on the inside were working their way out towards the outdoor stairs that led down to the street below. There was a window that was open, on the verge of cracking. Flames were spreading out of it.

      “Quick,” Mike said. “We have to get past those flames. The whole thing’s going to go up in smoke.”

      They rushed down, further down the steps. Mike could feel the heat from the room on his right; see the orange flames in the corner of his eyes.

      And then they got to the worst part.

      That open window.

      The flames burning on the side of the building.

      Spreading. Fast.

      “Come on,” he said. “Everyone past it. Don’t look right. Don’t even think about the fire. We’re almost there.”

      Holly went first. Then Alison, then Gina and Kumal. Arya followed suit.

      And soon it was just Mike and Richard.

      Mike held out a hand. “After you.”

      Richard shook his head. “I screwed up. I should go last.”

      Mike wanted to argue, but there wasn’t time. “Suit yourself.”

      He stepped past the warm, flame-covered window-ledge and made his way down towards the rest of his people.

      It was only when he reached them that he saw they were looking back, wide-eyed.

      Mike turned around.

      Richard was standing opposite the window, staring in at the flames.

      “Richard!” Mike shouted.

      But Richard was transfixed by something. He was shaking his head. Trying to say something. Something like “I can’t.”

      “Richard,” Mike said, clambering up the stairs towards him, towards the flames. “You’ve got to…”

      That’s when he heard it.

      The cry.

      The agonised cry.

      The unmistakable cry of a child.

      Mike’s body went still.

      He looked at Richard as Richard turned to him, tears filling his eyes.

      “I’m—”

      Then the flames blasted out of the room and engulfed Richard’s body.

      Mike heard the shouts from behind him. He heard the cries, as Richard’s flame-covered body stumbled back, falling off the edge of the stairs and down towards the ground below.

      And all he could do was watch.

      All any of them could do was watch.

      Mike closed his eyes.

      He listened to Richard’s screams.

      Then he heard the thud, and he knew it was over.
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      Holly watched the flames engulf the town of Garstang from a distance, and she tried to feel anything.

      It was still the early hours of the eighth day, and they were surrounded by total darkness. As warm as the days were, the night was cool. But Holly couldn’t feel cool. All she could do was imagine how Richard must’ve felt in his final moments. All she could do was think about how awful it must’ve been, how hot it must’ve been… and having that as your final memory.

      She looked over at her dad. He was setting up a camp for the rest of the night. They’d decided that they’d better get some rest no matter what, especially after what’d just happened to Richard. Except nobody said, “what just happened to Richard.” They said, “the shock” or “the event” like it hadn’t really happened; like they were downplaying the tragedy somehow.

      But Holly was struggling. She was struggling to accept what’d just happened. She was struggling to face up to the reality, to the truth.

      They’d lost another person.

      They’d lost another friend.

      She looked around at the rest of the group. Looked at Kumal and Alison, helping Dad set up camp. She looked at Arya sitting there, wagging her tail when they made eye contact. She looked at Gina, lying there on the side of the road under the trees, eyes closed. She looked at all of them, and she felt so detached from them; so alienated from them.

      She’d made a connection with Richard in the last few days. She felt like he understood her. Like he really, truly got her.

      She should’ve known not to get close. She should’ve known to keep her distance. She saw the truth now. She was cursed. Mum. Benny. Harriet. Richard.

      Everyone she cared about, falling.

      Everyone she cared about, dropping like flies.

      “Are you gonna give us a hand, Hol?”

      She heard her dad’s voice and she knew she shouldn’t recoil. He was trying, after all. But he had a different approach to the one Holly was comfortable with. He had different methods of dealing with pain, with grief.

      And she remembered what he’d said to Richard.

      The way he’d looked at him with such disdain.

      The way he’d told him that he should’ve been awake.

      And then Richard had died. Richard had been the one to pay with his life for his mistake.

      “Holly?”

      “You look like you’re doing fine without me.”

      Dad’s eyes narrowed. He looked at Alison, raised his eyebrows and shook his head.

      Usually, Holly left situations like this. She’d back away from the argument rather than chase it.

      But she was tired.

      She was tired of filtering her emotions.

      She was tired of everything.

      “What did you say?”

      Dad looked over at her. “Nothing.”

      “No, you said something. I want to know what you said.”

      “I was speaking to Alison and Kumal.”

      “Why do you always do this?”

      Dad stopped building the camp. Stepped to face her. “Do what?”

      “You… you push things away. You push everything away.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “It is. You pushed me away when Mum died. You pushed what happened to Harriet out of your mind. Now you’re—you’re pushing what happened to Richard away, too.”

      “I think you’re reading a bit too much into things. You should try sleeping.”

      “I don’t want to sleep!” Holly shouted.

      She was aware how loud she was being. But she felt like everything was flowing out. Like all the emotions she’d had bottled up for so long were finally coming to the surface.

      “I don’t want to sleep. I don’t want to let it settle ’til morning. I don’t want to brush it under the carpet any longer. I want to face it, Dad. I want to face it. And you should too.”

      She saw the way her dad’s face turned, then. Saw the way it turned as if she was sensing he was on to something that went beyond initial appearance. “Holly, don’t—”

      “Mum was cheating on you.”

      “Holly.”

      “Mum was having an affair and you know it.”

      “Hol—”

      “She chose someone else because your problems didn’t start when she died. They started long, long before she died. They’ve just got worse ever since. And it’s about time you faced up to it. It’s about time you accepted it.”

      She saw the way Dad looked at her then. Saw the two emotions spread across his face. Sadness. But also hate.

      He hated that she’d brought up the truth.

      He hated what she’d done.

      But he had to deal with it.

      She wanted him to be open. She wanted him to turn over a leaf.

      But he did something else.

      “Get out of my face,” Dad said.

      Then he turned to get back to work on the camp.

      Holly stood there. Heart racing. Feeling totally alone.

      She watched as Alison, Dad, and Kumal carried on working on the camp.

      She watched as Arya tilted her head, wondering what was happening.

      She watched as Gina kept her eyes closed, emotionless.

      She’d never felt more lost.

      She’d never felt more invisible.

      It was time for something to change.

      She took a deep breath. Swallowed a lump in her throat.

      And before anyone could do a thing, she grabbed a small bag of supplies and walked off into the night.

      Alone.
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      Mike carried on putting the tent together, but he couldn’t get Holly’s words out of his mind.

      It was still dark. The only light came from the moon, the stars, and a fire that was burning beside them. But he figured there wasn’t even much point getting this camp built. They were going to be setting off soon anyway, as soon as dawn broke. That’s when he wanted to be away from here.

      But he needed something to do.

      He needed something to focus on.

      Because if he didn’t, Holly’s words would keep playing on his mind.

      He’d keep on remembering exactly what she’d said.

      He felt a knot in his stomach. He didn’t want to believe what she’d said. After all, it wasn’t true. He hadn’t driven Caitlin away. They’d had a good relationship.

      And sure, they’d had their issues. But didn’t every couple?

      He tried not to remember the moment he found out she was having an affair… how it made him feel…

      He just pushed it aside like he did with so many other emotions.

      And it made him realise, maybe Holly was right. Maybe he did push people and situations away far too readily.

      But some things were just too painful to look in the eye.

      He looked at the tent in front of him, finally completed. Alison and Kumal weren’t saying much, aside from occasional small talk—all of it awkward. Gina wasn’t helping. Mike figured he’d give her some time. In the distance, he could still see the glow of flames that engulfed the town of Garstang. So many places would befall the same fate. So many town and city-wide fires would spread. He’d known the dangers before he went into Garstang. He should’ve known to stay well clear.

      He listened to the crackling of the flames. When he inhaled, his stomach turned, because he could still smell the burning flesh of Richard before he’d fallen off the side of that railing, down to his death. And he thought about what Richard had seen through that window. What he’d heard. A kid. A kid barely even old enough to be called a kid.

      Was that the world they lived in now? Was that just how cruel things were?

      He thought about when they got away from here, out of this place. He wanted to believe he could start again. Everyone did, after all.

      But it wasn’t going to be easy. Whether they stayed in Britain and rebuilt, or whether they were taken to somewhere else, they were going to live with the memories of what’d happened in this cruel new world.

      And Mike knew damn well that no matter how hard you tried to push memories down, they always came up and surfaced again.

      “What Holly said,” Alison said. “Was it true?”

      Mike ignored her. “Get some r—”

      “Don’t tell me to get some rest, too. You can’t just say that as an answer to everything. So come on. It sounds like you could do with getting a thing or two off your chest.”

      Mike looked into Alison’s eyes. He didn’t want to face the truth. He didn’t want to open up.

      But he felt like he trusted her.

      “Caitlin was having an affair,” Mike said. “Well. She… she insisted it was just a one-off thing. That—that our relationship had gone stale. But… but then it happened again. And by that stage, I was all ready to leave.”

      “What changed?”

      “Caitlin got ill soon after. I felt… I felt torn. Like I was stuck between sticking by the woman I loved or leaving her on her own.”

      “At least you were by her side when it really mattered.”

      Mike swallowed a bitter taste in his mouth. “That’s the thing. I… I wasn’t.”

      Alison frowned. “But you said—”

      “I’ve told myself I was there. I’ve told myself I was by her side so many times that I’ve actually started to believe it. I’ve imagined how it would’ve been. I’ve dreamt up how it might’ve gone down. But the truth was, I couldn’t. I couldn’t look at her, not after what she’d done. The operation she was having, it wasn’t supposed to go wrong. I figured we’d work things out someday, just… just not then. But anyway. When I heard she was really unwell, I went down there. But she was already unconscious. I never got to properly say goodbye.”

      The wind blew against the trees. Everything else was silent.

      “What Holly said. About it being my fault. I look back and I wonder if maybe it was, you know? Maybe there are other things I’m choosing not to remember. Maybe there are other ways I’m tricking myself.”

      Alison reached a hand over. Put it on Mike’s arm. “What’s done is done,” she said. “We can only affect the present moment. That’s just how it is.”

      Mike nodded. He knew she was right. But he still owed Holly an apology. She was right. He needed to be more open. He needed to stop shutting himself up. He needed to change—for her.

      He turned around. Went to find her.

      But he couldn’t see her anywhere.

      “Holly?” he said.

      He walked over to Gina’s side.

      Then he went back to Kumal, then back to the tent, then back around again.

      “Has anyone seen…”

      That’s when he saw them.

      The footsteps in the mud right at the edge of the woods.

      And then the missing backpack.

      “Mike?” Kumal said. “What is it?”

      But he couldn’t say a thing.

      All he could do was stand there.

      All he could do was stare into the woods.

      Holly was gone.

      His girl was gone.
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      Holly walked through the woods, into the darkness, alone.

      The early morning sky was still pitch black. To an outsider, it might seem like she was wandering directionless, with no real goal in sight. But she knew exactly where she was going: the safe zone. That’s where she had to get to. No more messing around. That was the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      She was wrapped up well because she couldn’t stop shivering for some reason. She wondered if she was ill. Harriet hadn’t known she was ill, right up until that final moment when she’d dropped dead. What if there was something wrong with her too? Who was to say she wasn’t going to befall a similar fate?

      But still, she kept on. All she had was the path through the trees ahead. All she had was her destination in sight.

      She thought back to the moment she’d left. She was hoping one of them would notice. She was hoping, deep down, that Dad would turn around, rush after her, tell her not to worry because everything was okay. She was his girl, and he was sorry and he was here for her no matter what—just as she was there for him.

      But he hadn’t noticed. In fact, nobody had noticed.

      Which just made it all worse.

      Nobody had noticed her grabbing a rucksack with just a few supplies to get by—food, water, a knife.

      Nobody had noticed her leaving.

      Nobody had missed her presence.

      She took a deep breath of the fresh, cool air. Told herself to stop moping, to stop dwelling in the past. She had to look forward—and look forward to a life without those old attachments bogging her down. She could get to this safe zone and live whatever life she wanted to live. She was sixteen. She was old enough to be free of the shackles of her dad, who always held her back, no matter what.

      She was grateful for everything he’d done for her. She almost felt selfish for what she was doing right now.

      But at the same time… he’d never be able to face the truth. He’d never be able to stare it in the eye.

      And that was going to hold him back. Forever.

      She looked down at the silver ring on her finger that Mum had left for her; the last thing she’d ever given her. She thought about what Mum might say to her, as she waded through the trees right now. She wondered whether she’d be proud, or whether she’d tell her to get back, to stop acting like such a brat.

      She wiped away a tear and she smiled. Mum always had her back. She always was the first to say how stupid Dad was acting at times.

      She took a bite of a protein bar, but felt nauseous as she chewed its sticky, gooey consistency. She thought about what she’d do if she didn’t find the safe zone. She could probably make it out here on her own. She’d grown in  confidence in such a short period. She was confident she could keep on doing.

      Dad had taught her skills that she was going to treasure for life. She was never going to forget what he’d done for her.

      She just wished there’d been a better way she could’ve said goodbye.

      She stopped. Looked over her shoulder. Because she could hear something. Something in the distance.

      It sounded like someone calling her name.

      She waited. The tears started flowing even more freely. She wanted to go back. She wanted to give Dad another chance. She wanted to give everyone another chance.

      She waited to hear that cry again. Waited for someone to call her name.

      She waited and waited.

      But nothing.

      So she took a deep breath. Turned around. Faced the woods ahead, straight on.

      Maybe she’d see Dad again. Maybe she’d see her friends again.

      But part of her didn’t want to.

      And the real reason was bubbling away under the surface.

      She didn’t want attachments because attachments meant loss.

      She couldn’t handle any more loss.

      She looked ahead, into the darkness.

      It was time to get to the safe zone.

      It was time to begin again.
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      Mike ran into the woods as fast as he could, desperate to find any trace of his daughter before she slipped away completely.

      It was pitch black. Branches scratched his face as he pelted through the woods. He shouted out Holly’s name as loud as he could. He knew it was risky. He knew that drawing attention to himself in this world wasn’t a good idea.

      But this was different.

      This was his daughter.

      He had to find her.

      He couldn’t let her get away.

      The trees around him were towering. It would be so easy to get lost in these woods. That’s why he thought about Holly—she could go into these woods and never come out the other side. And even if they were just a small area, who was to say she wouldn’t just bump into someone on her journey? Someone malicious? An escaped convict, or someone like that?

      There was no overestimating the possibilities for disaster to strike.

      Somewhere behind him, Mike swore he heard footsteps. He looked over his shoulder, just briefly, squinting into the darkness of the night that was barely lit by the moon.

      He half expected to see Alison following him.

      Instead, he saw Arya.

      She was running after him. Panting to keep up with him. And just seeing her chasing him—seeing her want to be with him—it reassured him. It reassured him that things could be okay. Because he and Arya hadn’t got off to the best start. He’d been reluctant to take a dog on board.

      But they’d worked it out. And now they were together.

      He ran further through the woods. But the more he ran, Arya by his side, the more the truth began to dawn on him. The more the possibility of what was going to happen here began to build up and reveal itself.

      He had to stare the truth in the eye.

      He wasn’t going to find Holly.

      She’d gone into these woods, into the darkness.

      He wasn’t going to find her.

      He stopped. Put his hands on his thighs. He felt tension in his chest; a tension he just wanted to burst.

      And all he could say as he leaned there, resting against his legs, was, “I’m sorry, Holly.”

      He heard a rustling, then. Looked up.

      “Holly?” he said.

      But then he saw something different.

      A deer. A deer stepped out, looked him in the eye. Breathing heavily. Nervous stare.

      In any other circumstance, Mike would’ve seen this as an opportunity to catch a tremendous food source.

      But right now, all he could do was look at it.

      And remarkably, against her instincts, all Arya could do was look at it, too.

      He stared into this deer’s eyes. Watched as it glanced from him to Arya and back to him again.

      And then watched as it ran off into the woods.

      He looked around again then, as the deer’s footsteps bounced off into the distance. He listened for a sound, but there was nothing. He waited for any sign that Holly was around, but there was nothing.

      He wasn’t sure how long he waited before turning around and heading back towards camp.

      But as he walked, he couldn’t shake the failure coursing through his body.

      Holly was gone.

      His daughter was gone.

      And she wasn’t coming back.
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      Mike sat up, wide awake, and waited for the sun to rise.

      When he’d got back to the camp, the others had already gone to bed. He’d been half-expecting them to be out there, trying to look for him, or trying to look for Holly, but nah. They were thinking about themselves. And he couldn’t exactly blame them. He’d told them to get some rest. They needed to build up their strength. So that’s exactly what they were doing.

      He sat in front of a fire he’d started. Old-fashioned method, really.  He just wanted to feel absorbed by something; to focus on something that’d take his mind away from the events of the last few hours, the last few days… hell, the last few months.

      “Fancy some company?”

      When Mike heard the voice, he was surprised. Mostly because he’d expected Alison to be the one to emerge from the tent, or perhaps Kumal at a push.

      But this was neither of them.

      It was Gina.

      She sat opposite him. Didn’t really look him in the eye, just perched beside the crackling flames, held her hands out over the fire to warm herself up.

      “You—you’re good. At this whole end of the world thing. Starting fires, stuff like that. Holly’s very lucky.”

      A bitter taste filled Mike’s mouth as he turned away from Gina. “Yeah, well, I don’t think I’ll be seeing Holly much anymore.”

      “You’re just going to give up? Give up on her like that? After all this?”

      Mike shrugged. “I don’t exactly see what other options I have, do you?”

      Gina sighed. “You try. You try your damnedest, just like you have all this time.”

      “Holly made her choice. She didn’t want to be with me. She… she didn’t want to be with any of us. I’ve got to be brave enough to accept that.”

      Gina snorted, then. She shook her head.

      “What?”

      “I just—I just can’t believe you’re speaking like this.”

      The way she was speaking, it was as if she had so many things bottled up inside her; so many things finally tumbling out into the open.

      “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all ears—”

      “That girl absolutely worships the ground you walk on, you know?”

      Mike felt taken aback hearing that; he had to admit. “Sure we’re on about the same person?”

      “When—when we were alone, all she wanted to do was find you because she knew you’d have a plan. She knew you’d have an idea. For what to do next. She… she convinced us not to return to our homes. She believed in you, and so we did too. And you’re just going to give up on her because she’s walked away?”

      Mike looked Gina in the eye. He could sense her anger. And he couldn’t help feeling it towards himself.

      “You say there’s no other choice,” Gina said. “You say we’re out of options, out of ideas. But you’re wrong.”

      “Enlighten me.”

      “We know where Holly is going.”

      Mike stoked the fire. His heart was beating a little faster now. “Go on.”

      “She’s going to the safe zone. There’s no way she’d go anywhere else. Stubborn as she is, not even she would attempt to survive in this world alone. So if we know where she’s going, then we have to get there too. And when we get there… that’s when you’ll be back with her. That’s when you’ll find her. And if you truly believe she doesn’t want to see you or any of us again, well you’re well and truly mistaken, Mike. She worships you like I said. She wants you to be there when she gets there, waiting for her, proving yourself to her. She just wants you to—to be her dad.”

      When Gina spoke those final words, Mike felt a lump welling up in his throat. Because he knew Gina was right. He’d been blinkered all along. Blinkered by the feeling that his daughter hated him for whatever reason, even after everything he’d done for her.

      But he was wrong.

      She didn’t hate him. Far from it.

      She just wanted him to step up to the plate.

      She just wanted him to be a dad.

      She just wanted him to face up to reality, accept responsibility, once again.

      “You’ve got two options,” Gina said. “You sit around here and you mope about what you’ve lost. Or you get up off—off your arse and you find your daughter. There’s just one last push, Mike. Just one last push. Then we’ll be safe.”

      Mike’s heart raced full pelt now. Adrenaline coursed through his body. He felt like he was seeing for the first time in a long time.

      “So what’s it going to be?”

      He looked up at the sky. Saw a blueness returning to it as night segued into dawn. He listened to the gradually rising birdsong. And he knew at that moment, it was time. He knew at that moment exactly what he had to do.

      He stood up. Walked over to the tent. Leaned inside.

      “Wake up,” he said.

      Alison barely turned. Kumal looked up. “What—”

      “Wake up, the pair of you.”

      Kumal nudged Alison then, who mumbled before rolling over. She squinted out at Mike. “What’s happening?”

      Mike took a deep breath. For the first time in a long time, the answer felt clear. And that was all thanks to what Gina had said. All thanks to what Gina had made him realise.

      “We’re going to set off,” he said. “We’re going to make our way to this safe zone. And we’re going to find Holly, once and for all.”
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      Hayden Peters looked up at the descending helicopter and for the first time in days, he felt a smile crack across his face.

      It was early morning. The sun had barely risen. The birds were singing louder than usual. Or perhaps that was just Hayden’s altered perspective. After all, today was going to be special no matter what the weather was like. Today was going to be precious, no matter what.

      Because today was the day this nightmare ended.

      He listened to the rotors spinning around. It was music to his ears. Never used to be. A police helicopter often went over his house at night, kept him wide awake. It wasn’t that it was noisy, per se. It was just he was an incredibly sensitive sleeper. Anything out of his ordinary comfort zone and that was it, awake all night.

      It went without saying that he hadn’t slept a wink since the start of the blackout—and he was paying for it.

      He watched the helicopter get closer and closer to landing. He could smell the fumes from the engine. The smell of any vehicle was a smell he used to despise; being stuck in traffic on the motorway, waiting for the standstill to edge forward. But right now it was magical. It was a smell he was going to savour for the rest of his life.

      He didn’t realise just how much he’d miss power until the day it was taken away.

      His heart pounded in his chest. He could feel himself shaking. Partly the exhaustion, sure, but also the adrenaline, too. He’d seen the worst in humanity in these last few days. He’d seen people do things he didn’t think they were capable of doing. Hell, he’d done things himself that he didn’t even think he had in him.

      But he was here.

      That was the main thing. He’d made it this far.

      And he was going to make it even further.

      He’d heard about the safe zone a few miles out. Overheard a conversation between a few people. Something about a military extraction, he thought he heard. A peacekeeper presence. He wondered where people were being extracted to. His theory? There was some main base towards the south of the country. A place where enough military had gathered, turning a town into a walled fortress, protected from the outside.

      It would take time for society to rebuild from this. There were going to be far more dead than those who made it. That was just a part of this world.

      But society would rebuild.

      Britain would rebuild.

      It would bounce back, and things would be better again.

      Not normal again. Not back to the way things were.

      Just better.

      He looked to his left. Looked at the small group of people who were also gathered here. A couple of them military peacekeepers. That said, it was hardly a safe zone. More… well, a bundle of people lucky enough to have heard the good news about this place.

      He looked to his right and he smiled.

      Iona was standing there, smiling back at him. They’d been through so much, his wife and he. Way before the blackout, even. It all started two years ago, when Iona started feeling unwell at work. She went in for tests, and it turned out she had breast cancer.

      It was a long road to recovery. It took time. There were days when Hayden never thought she’d be better again. For a while, they clung to the idea that one day, things would be back to the way they were. That their normal lives would resume.

      But as Iona battled away—with the eventual removal of her left breast—it became clear that things were never going to be the same.

      But they settled for something else.

      “Things are going to be better,” Hayden said, echoing what he’d said to her after the breast removal. “Things are going to start getting better again.”

      She smiled back at him. “You always said they would, Irma.”

      Hayden smiled when she said “Irma”. It was her pet name for him. He called her Albert in turn. She usually called him Irma because she said he acted like an old woman half the time, so he’d started calling her Albert back—even though she was way more full of life than he was. Just one of those things; just something that stuck.

      He reached for her hand, then. Squeezed it. The sound of the propellers getting closer was making it hard to hear anything else. The wind blew from the helicopter. It was so close now.

      “What if…” Iona started.

      She carried on speaking. But Hayden didn’t hear anything else. The helicopter was just too loud.

      He took a few steps back, his hand in hers. Looked up at the helicopter. Saw some people inside. Military looking, definitely. They didn’t look like they’d seen him and Iona yet. But they’d be here soon. They’d be on the ground soon. All this would be ending… soon.

      “What did you say?” Hayden asked.

      Iona paused for a while. Then she leaned in towards Hayden, squeezing his hand tighter. “It’s just… what if they aren’t the people we want them to be? I mean, there’s hardly anyone here.”

      Hayden pondered Iona’s words. They’d overheard the conversation about the safe zone. There were other people gathered here too, so surely they’d heard the same good news as well.

      But Iona was right. What if there was something… not quite right about all this?

      He gripped her hand tighter, to reassure her above anything. “There are others here. Police. People we can trust. And I’m sure they’ve been picking people up along the way. I mean, we heard we had to head seven miles north. They’re probably just stopping at different points along the way. The cities, the towns, they’ll be more full than the countryside, after all. We just have to have faith.”

      But Iona didn’t seem convinced. The closer the helicopter got to landing, the less convinced she seemed.

      “Don’t worry,” Hayden said. “Really. We’re going to be okay.”

      But as the helicopter landed, Hayden couldn’t deny the newfound uncertainty that had grown in the pit of his stomach.

      What if?
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      Holly stepped out of the woods and had no idea where she was.

      The sky was getting lighter, which was both a relief and a curse. Relief because it meant that the terrors of the dark were gone… but a curse because with light came less camouflage, less disguise.

      She wanted to keep a low profile. She wanted to lie low for as long as she could. Especially now she was in uncharted territory.

      There was a warmth to the air; a sign that it was going to be another nice day. There was that smell to the air that was only ever present on warm days, the kind which you usually get when you step off a plane in a foreign country. It reminded Holly of when she’d first visited France. How boiling it felt when she walked off the plane; how much she was convinced it was going to be too warm for her.

      But Dad had introduced her to the swimming pool, the place she never stepped out of for the rest of the two weeks.

      She smiled at the memory. Found herself welling up a little. Sometimes, she felt like she filtered out the good memories of her past with dad, mostly because it was easier to do what she was doing that way.

      But she did have good times with him. She loved him, and he loved her.

      She hoped, deep down, she’d see him again.

      She was just so worried about being with him in this world for any longer, because she didn’t want to lose him.

      She didn’t want him to fall, like everyone else fell.

      Her mouth was dry. She went to take a sip of water, but she had to be cautious; she had to make it last. There were ways in which she knew she could gather water, of course. Methods Dad had taught her to create filters; as well as a few traps she knew how to set, to varying degrees of success.

      But ideally, she didn’t want to think too much about wilderness survival or anything like that. As much as she was sure she knew a few methods that would keep her alive… she just wanted out of this world.

      That’s what she’d come on this journey alone to do.

      Only she was lost.

      The road in front of her cut right through the trees. She didn’t know whether to take a left or right turn. She knew she was supposed to be heading east after Garstang—but how did she even know which direction east was anymore?

      She looked in her rucksack for a compass. Something that would show her which way she was supposed to be going.

      When she didn’t find one, she cursed her prepping abilities. She should’ve known all the essentials that went into a bug out bag. But she’d stormed off in a hurry, without truly making sure she had everything.

      It was a rash decision. But it was a decision she’d made. She had to own it, well and truly.

      And then it struck her. A smile stretched across her face, the panic subsiding. “The sun rises from the east,” she said, laughing. “Idiot. No chance of surviving if I can’t even tell my east from my west at sunrise.”

      She was about to turn around when she saw something.

      Or rather, someone.

      There was a little girl sitting by a tree at the side of the road. Her hair was greasy. She looked deathly pale.

      She was staring at Holly with total fear in her eyes.

      A part of Holly wanted to walk away. It wanted to keep going because she didn’t want to get bogged down in any emotional situations, things like that.

      But the other part knew she had to help this girl.

      She couldn’t leave her here alone.

      “Hey,” Holly said.

      The girl’s eyes widened, then. She was clinging on to a filthy teddy. She looked traumatised.

      She walked towards the girl, much slower now. She knew she had to approach her in as friendly and unthreatening a way as possible. “I’m Holly,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      The girl looked at her, holding her teddy closer.

      “No name? That’s okay. I can speak to people with no name. I’m a good guesser, though. Let me see. Is your name… Claire?”

      The little girl shook her head.

      “Not Claire? Damn. My psychic abilities mustn’t be working. Let me see… is it… Ava?”

      “No,” the girl said.

      Speech. That was progress.

      Holly rubbed the sides of her temples. “Okay, okay. One final try. It is…”

      “Becky,” the girl said.

      “Becky? Well it’s lovely to meet you.”

      She held out a hand to shake. Becky just looked at it, still uncertain.

      Holly lowered her hand. “So, Becky. Any reason you’re out here all on your own?”

      Becky mumbled something Holly couldn’t hear clearly.

      “Say that again?”

      “Mummy said… she said wait here. She’s coming back.”

      Holly’s stomach sank a little. “How long ago has your mummy been gone?”

      Becky looked around, like she was trying to add up how much time had passed. “The dark’s come three times,” she said.

      Holly felt truly bad for this girl, then. She’d been out here for three days at least, no food, no water. She could see a little pile of leaves, flies buzzing around it. She knew what Becky had done there.

      “Here,” Holly said, walking towards Becky, water in hand. “Have this.”

      Becky’s eyes widened nervously. “But Mummy said—”

      “Your mum sounds like a very clever woman. But see. It’s fine. Look.” She took a sip to reassure Becky, made a point of swallowing it loudly. And just for a joke, she convoluted from side to side a few seconds before stopping. “Just kidding. It’s absolutely fine, Becky.”

      Becky smirked a bit at Holly’s performance. Then she took the water, gulped down so much it pooled out the sides of her mouth.

      “Whoa,” Holly said. “Take it slower, okay? Don’t want to make yourself sick.”

      Holly gave Becky one of the protein bars from her pack, which she devoured in seconds. She watched as she ate, and she felt so sorry for this girl; for whatever life she’d been living up to now. And she knew she had to be frank with her.

      “Becky, I’m going somewhere. And I think it’s somewhere your mum would want you to go, too.”

      Becky stepped away a little, nervous look on her face. “Mum wanted me to stay here.”

      “I… I know your mum wanted you to stay safe. But where I’m going. Towards the sun. That’s the safest place. That’s where Mum would want you to go.”

      Becky looked over her shoulder, back at the woods, nervously.

      “So what do you say?” Holly said. “Are you and me going to do this?”

      Becky moved her feet around the ground. “Can I have another biscuit?”

      “They’re… they’re not biscuits.” Holly felt guilty about dipping into supplies, especially when they were so precarious. But the poor girl was going to starve. “Sure. Here.”

      She handed Becky another of the protein bars, which she swallowed down, burping when she’d finished.

      “Better?” Holly asked.

      Becky nodded, a little smile on her face now. “Better.”

      Holly put a hand on Becky’s shoulder. “Becky… I know it’s scary. I know it’s not easy. But I promise you can trust me. Where we’re going… things will be okay again.”

      “Will my mummy be there?”

      Holly wasn’t sure how to answer. Whether to be honest, or whether to sugar-coat it. She thought about what she’d want to hear as a kid—how she’d want her predicament delivering—and she decided on a happy medium between the two. “She might be,” Holly said. “But the truth is… I don’t know. I just know it will be better there. Better than here. Better than pooing in the grass and wiping your bum on leaves. Anything’s better than that, right?”

      Becky smiled again, and laughed a little this time. And right now, Holly felt like she had a breakthrough. She felt like she had Becky on side.

      She held out a hand. “Come on then. See the sun over there? That’s where we’re heading. How about you lead the way?”

      Becky looked at the sun, which led down the road to the right. Then she looked back up at Holly, frown across her face. “You can’t walk to the sun. That’s in space, silly.”

      Holly smiled. “You’ve got a lot to learn, kiddo.”

      She took Becky’s hand. Held it, tight.

      Then she took a deep breath and looked at the road ahead.

      It was time to make the final journey.

      It was time to make the final push.
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      Mike led the group into the woods and kept his sights set firmly ahead.

      But he couldn’t shake the feeling he wasn’t going to find Holly at all.

      The sun was up. He kept his attention all around—kept an eye out for someone or something, just any sign of life. He didn’t want to risk contact with anyone at this stage. He didn’t want anything to hold him back, to stop him reaching his goal.

      He just wanted to carry on down this route, to get to the safe zone, and to get to Holly.

      His feet crunched through the leaves. He remained constantly aware of every rustle, even the slightest noise. Even his sense of smell seemed heightened. Any whiff of smoke from a cigarette, any smidgen of body odour, and he’d be onto it. He’d pick it out, no question.

      He was focused on what he had to do.

      “You know what I’m looking forward to?” Alison asked.

      “More people to chat to?” Gina said, sarcastically.

      Alison ignored her. “I’m looking forward to sitting down and tucking into a nice, hot meal.”

      “Hey,” Kumal said. “Freshly cooked rabbit not good enough for you?”

      “You want to know a secret about rabbit?” Mike said. “You can’t survive off it alone. The meat’s too lean. Need to make sure you incorporate other foods into your diet.”

      “Well is that so?” Alison said. “There’s your answer, Kumal. I’m good for rabbit, thanks.”

      Mike couldn’t deny there was more optimism to the group now. Even Gina was speaking, and seemed to have come out of her depressive stupor. It wasn’t going to be easy, of course. She’d witnessed so much loss around her. But then so had everyone.

      They all just had their own ways of dealing with things.

      Mike’s was to push on. To stay focused on the task at hand.

      “You know, I think I could survive in this world,” Alison said, as they continued their journey.

      “Oh yeah?” Gina said. “Why don’t you tell us all about it?” The sarcasm was cutting. But at least it was better than the silence. She was coming out of her shell. That had to count for something, especially after everything she’d been through.

      “Okay,” Alison said, disregarding Gina’s tone. “I think I could live out here in the woods. I think I could forage for berries, things like that. Hunt squirrels, just to make up for the old rabbit deficiency. I think I’d do alright.”

      “Of course, you’ve got to know which berries you’re foraging,” Mike said.

      “What?”

      “Well, you can’t just go picking any berry or plant. You’ll end up killing yourself in no time.”

      “So go on, know it all. Tell us all about the different types of berries we should be picking.”

      Mike obliged. Mostly because it kept his mind off everything else. He told them about summer’s best foods to forage, like bilberries and chickweed. Not to mention wild strawberries that grew in deciduous woods and along hedgerows. But as he spoke, he realised something. He was in a privileged position of knowing what he knew. What had been nothing more than a hobby to keep himself busy back in the old world—researching prepping, wilderness survival, that kind of thing—had spanned into something else entirely. Something of actual use.

      “I’d be rubbish without you lot,” Kumal said.

      Gina tutted. “Don’t be hard on yourself.”

      “No, really. I mean, I know a thing or two. But I get scared walking the dogs at night. I lose my shit if I’m driving anywhere without sat nav. Yeah, I’m glad I’ve got you guys; that’s all I’ll say.”

      Mike reflected on what Kumal said. And then he thought about Holly. And in spite of the circumstances, he couldn’t help being proud of his daughter, in a weird kind of way. She’d gone out there all alone. Which meant she had confidence. Which at the same time, meant she’d listened to him over the years.

      All the times she and Caitlin used to tut at his prepping advice, roll their eyes at his end of the world theories. Still, she’d absorbed the things he’d told her.

      He just hoped she’d absorbed it enough to get to where she needed to go.

      “Well, I appreciate your info, know it all,” Alison said. “I think I’ll be just about fine going it alone too now—”

      “Wait.”

      Mike stopped. He stopped because he’d heard it. He wasn’t even sure what he’d heard yet. Just… something.

      “What is it?” Gina asked, fear in her voice.

      Mike looked around. Started at his left, then spun around slowly, scanning everywhere. “I can hear something.”

      “What?”

      “Just… listen.”

      He waited. And the longer he waited, the more this sound grew.

      “I hear it,” Kumal said.

      “Is it…” Alison started.

      She didn’t finish.

      Because she realised what it was.

      Just like Mike, she realised what it was.

      Mike looked up. All of them looked up.

      And then he saw it, right above.

      A helicopter. A military helicopter, no doubt about it.

      Crossing over them.

      Heading in the direction they were heading.

      “It’s them,” Kumal said. “It’s… it’s really them.”

      Mike watched the helicopter cross the sky. And despite all his fears, despite all his worries that this was going to be a long-term way of life, he found a smile stretching across his face. He’d been wrong. The government—one government, somewhere—had pulled their shit together and were getting them out of this mess.

      And where there was one, there had to be many.

      The group watched it pass over. Watched it disappear into the distance.

      And then they stood there, silently, smiles beaming amongst them.

      “What now?” Gina said.

      Mike looked at her, then at the others, and his smile widened even further. “It’s time to get out of this shithole,” he said.
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      Holly walked with Becky by her side. But she couldn’t help feeling like everything was just too quiet.

      Morning had fully arrived. The sun beamed down, cutting through a small cloud covering to hit Holly with its warmth. In the old world, this would be one of those perfect summer days where she’d go chill at the park or head to the beach, read a book.

      She smiled when she thought back to those days; when she remembered how things used to be. She hoped that one day she’d be able to enjoy them again.

      Hopefully one day very soon.

      They were walking down a long country road that cut through the trees of the woods. Holly had been keen to stay off the road at first, but seeing how empty it was, she realised there was no point avoiding it.

      Even if she couldn’t shake that feeling of unease, no matter what she did.

      As she walked, footsteps echoing against the concrete, she realised why it was so quiet. The birds. There were usually loads of birds in the trees at this time of year. And they were surrounded by trees, so it went without saying that they’d come across them.

      But she couldn’t hear any birdsong. The occasional call of a blackbird, but that was about it.

      And Holly couldn’t help finding it… well, eerie. Couldn’t help feeling a knot in her stomach.

      She felt Becky tap her side. Looked down at her. “How much longer?” she asked.

      Holly smiled at Becky. She was amazed how much she’d come out of her shell since the pair had met a few hours back. “Not far, hopefully. We’ve just got to keep following this road. If we do that… well, I think we’ll get to where we’re going.”

      “Where we going again?”

      Holly swallowed a lump in her throat. The closer they got to the safe zone, the more uncertain she grew. What if there was nothing there waiting for them? What if the rumour had been just that—a rumour?

      Or worse. What if something far more sinister was awaiting their arrival?

      “We’re going somewhere that will help us,” Holly said. “Somewhere good people will be waiting. People who know what’s happening with the power and want things to be better again.”

      Becky tilted her head to one side. “But will my mum be there?”

      A sickness welled up in Holly’s stomach, the truth she was still hiding from Becky—mostly through not wanting to damage this poor girl any more than some of the things she’d already witnessed no doubt had. “I… I hope so,” Holly said.

      “But what if she’s not?”

      Holly opened her mouth, then closed it again. “I… You know, I have a dad out there, too.”

      Becky frowned. “Then where is he?”

      “He’s… he’s somewhere out there. I left him.”

      “Why would you leave your dad? Will he not be cross?”

      Holly smiled. “Yeah. Yeah, I suppose he’ll be very cross.”

      She stopped. Crouched opposite Becky. Looked into her green eyes, at her little gap-toothed expression.

      “But you know what keeps me going?” Holly asked.

      Becky shook her head.

      “I know he… I know he loves me, deep down. Even if he doesn’t find me. Even if I… even if I never see him again. I know he loves me. And I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” Becky asked.

      Holly wiped her eyes. “Nothing. Nothing. Let’s keep going. We should be there in…”

      She stopped, then. Because she’d heard it.

      Her heart started racing.

      Butterflies invaded her stomach.

      “What’s that noise?” Becky asked.

      Holly listened. She could hear it. Some kind of engine, no doubt about it.

      Only this engine wasn’t on the ground. It wasn’t that of a car.

      It was somewhere above.

      She looked up. Stared into the sky.

      That’s when she saw it.

      The helicopter. The helicopter, flying overhead, along the road. Right to the east, right in the direction they were heading.

      Excitement filled Holly’s body. She looked at Becky, beaming smile on her face, tears dripping down her cheeks. “It’s real,” she said.

      Becky looked back at her, then at the helicopter, like she didn’t really understand.

      “It’s real,” Holly said. “It’s—it’s actually real.”

      The helicopter disappeared into the distance, descending as it moved.

      But now, Holly knew one thing. One thing with absolute certainty.

      She was on the right path.

      Her journey, it wasn’t in vain.

      She was going to get to this safe zone and this nightmare was going to end.

      She held out a hand to Becky. “Come on. We’d better get moving.”

      Becky looked at it for a few seconds, cautiously.

      Then she reached out and took it.

      “Can we skip though?” she asked.

      Holly laughed. “We can skip all you like.”

      Becky laughed with her. And then together, hand-in-hand, they started to skip.

      And as they skipped, ridiculous as it was, Holly got a strange feeling deep down.

      The feeling like things were going to be okay.

      The feeling that things were going to work out.

      She thought about her dad. Felt guilty about the way they’d separated.

      “I hope I see you again,” she whispered.

      She kept on moving, kept on skipping, smile on her face, Becky laughing by her side, the sun beaming down from above.

      And as she looked up, she thought she saw Mum up there, staring down, proud.

      “I’m going to do this,” Holly whispered. “I’m going to make it. For you.”

      She was so busy staring up that she didn’t see the movement up ahead.

      She heard it, though.

      The footsteps.

      She stopped. Stopped right in her tracks.

      And then she saw them.

      Emerging in the distance.

      Breaking through the silence.

      And when she saw them, her stomach sank.

      They were dressed in black.

      They were holding guns.

      They were the same military group she’d seen back at the medical centre.

      “Who are they?” Becky asked. “Are they the good people?”

      Holly gripped Becky’s hand tight as the group stepped forward, getting closer. “I don’t think they are,” she said. “We—we need to hide. Now!”
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      Mike ran through the woods as fast as he could, desperate to reach the helicopter before they could run into any more trouble.

      The morning sun shone through the trees. All he could hear were the footsteps of those running with him. Arya. Alison. Gina. Kumal. All of them together. All of them united in one goal: get to that safe zone. Get to Holly. It was all that mattered now.

      He could smell his own sweat as he picked up his pace. His heart thumped, his entire body tingling with adrenaline. He still couldn’t believe what he’d seen: a helicopter. An actual helicopter in the vicinity of the safe zone they’d been trying to get to.

      What did it mean?

      It could only mean one thing.

      The rumour Holly and Harriet heard was right.

      This safe zone was real after all.

      Now they just had to get to it.

      He looked at Alison as he ran. And as he made eye contact with her, he found himself smiling, as she smiled back. He could reach over there and grab her hand right now. Because she’d been one of the ones to make him realise he couldn’t give up. She’d been one of the people to make him understand that he had to keep pushing; that Holly wanted him to keep pushing, deep down.

      So he would. He’d keep on pushing if it was the last thing he did.

      He wasn’t ever going to give up. Not anymore.

      He’d spent far too much time giving up too easily. Those days were behind him.

      He turned ahead, and he saw it.

      He stopped running right away. The rest of the group stopped, too. Clearly they’d seen it. They had to have seen it.

      “Shit,” Kumal said. “Holy shit.”

      Mike listened to the rest of the group’s shock, their disgust at the discovery.

      All he could do was stand there, silent.

      All he could do was stare.

      There was a man and a woman up ahead. They looked like respectable people. The man had dark, slicked-back hair and was wearing a white shirt and black trousers. The woman’s dress looked expensive.

      But they weren’t standing on the ground. They weren’t waiting to greet them.

      They were hanging from a tree up ahead.

      The man looked like he had been beaten. Badly. The woman… well, some of her dress was dangling from her body.

      Mike felt sickness wash over him as he processed the scene. He looked away, tried to compose himself.

      “What the hell happened here?” Kumal said. It looked like he’d been sick.

      Mike turned around again. He took a few deep breaths, despite the stench of death in the air as the sun beamed down on the decaying corpses. Then he walked over towards the hanging bodies.

      The closer Mike got, the more the tragedy of this scene struck him. Because something else was clear now. Something that made him well up.

      “She was pregnant,” Mike said.

      Silence followed. Total shock.

      It was Alison who broke it. “How… how can anyone be so cruel?”

      Mike stared up at the bodies. It was clear from the state of them that they’d been killed before they’d been hung. Which made him feel even more uneasy. “Whoever did this, they wanted someone to see it. They wanted people to fear them.”

      “Who could do this?” Gina said, her voice cracking with emotion.

      Mike felt the sickly worry spreading through his torso. Then he looked away from the bodies. “I hope we don’t find out.”

      He cut the bodies down, then. It wasn’t a nice feat. The details were something he didn’t want to remember. But these people, they didn’t deserve to be displayed like that. Everyone deserved more dignity in death. Everyone.

      When he was done, he took the necklace from the woman’s neck. Saw the little girl on the photograph inside the locket, which was engraved with “B”. He wondered where she was. Didn’t really want to think too hard about it in all truth, for fear of what kind of fate she might’ve met.

      But then he turned back to Alison, Gina, and Kumal—who was making sure Arya stayed away from the bodies—and he looked them all in the eye, one by one.

      “We can’t let this stop us going where we’re going,” he said.

      Alison shook her head. “I dunno. I mean, something’s not adding up.”

      “In what sense?”

      “It’s just the closer we get to this ‘safe zone,’ the weirder shit starts getting. I just dunno anymore, Mike.”

      His stomach sank with Alison’s words. “I can’t give up on Holly.”

      “I’m not saying ‘give up’. I just… I just think we need to be careful here. Really careful. Because if we aren’t, we might end up in a situation we regret.”

      “So what do you suggest? We just stop? We give up? We accept this world?”

      “Hey,” Alison said. “You were the one who told us we could be stuck here forever.”

      “That was before the safe zone talk.”

      “Yeah, well perhaps you should’ve thought about all that before you told your daughter to piss off.”

      A silence followed. A cutting silence. An instant look of regret stretched across Alison’s face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      But Mike had already turned around.

      He’d already started walking.

      “Mike?” Alison called.

      “There’s no more time to waste. We have to keep going.”

      “But—”

      He stopped. Turned. Looked her in the eye. “I’m as scared as you are. Deep down, this whole thing, it feels just as wrong to me as it does you. But that doesn’t stop me. If anything, it makes me want to keep walking even more. Because the thought that something might be happening to my daughter… the thought that she could run into whoever did this—whoever’s capable of stringing up a pregnant woman—I just can’t let that happen.”

      Alison stared at him. She opened her mouth like she was about to say something.

      She didn’t manage it.

      In the distance, they heard something.

      Gunshots.

      And then a scream.
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      Holly saw the armed group approaching and fear invaded her body.

      The group were getting closer. They were far enough away that they didn’t seem to have seen her and Becky yet. But they were making their way down the road. And eventually, they were going to reach them.

      So as far as Holly saw it, she only had one choice: get off the road. Hide.

      Because whoever these people were… they weren’t the good people that Becky wanted them to be.

      “Come on,” Holly said, tightening her grip around Becky’s hand. “We need to hide.”

      She took Becky into the woods, as far as she could. Then she perched behind some trees, hopeful that they were far enough away from the armed group that they were well covered.

      Becky looked up at her, eyes wide. “They’re—they’re not the good people?” she asked.

      Holly shook her head. “No. No, they’re not. But we’re going to lay low. We’re going to stay as quiet as possible. And we’re going to be okay as long as we do that. You got that?”

      Tears filled Becky’s eyes. “Those people. They had guns.”

      “I know they had guns. But they aren’t going to do a thing to us with them because we’re safe here. We’re okay. Trust me.”

      Becky looked into Holly’s eyes, then. And in them, Holly saw trust. That innocent trust that only a child could have.

      Holly wished she trusted herself enough to be right here. She wished she had enough self-belief to be certain they were going to get out of this mess.

      But that tension. That fear. It was there, and it was strong.

      “Promise we’ll be okay?” Becky asked.

      Holly forced a smile. “I promise.”

      Becky smiled. She looked a lot more comfortable now.

      And even that made Holly worry. Because she knew damn well she shouldn’t make promises she couldn’t keep.

      The footsteps of the group were getting closer. They echoed against the road. She could hear their voices, and she knew again that her first suspicions had been correct—they were foreign voices. A language she didn’t recognise.

      She thought about what Kumal had said about the foreign invader theory. Could it be true? Could that be what this was?

      And if it was, where did that leave their future?

      Where did that leave the safe zone?

      She held her breath, kept completely still, held on to little Becky’s hand.

      All she could do was lay low and wait.

      The footsteps were right opposite her and Becky now, just outside the woods. The voices were loud, aggressive. They even sounded jovial.

      Fear in her bones, she closed her eyes and she held her breath as they passed by. Kept totally still, kept Becky’s hand in hers.

      “We’re going to be okay,” she whispered. “We’re going to be—”

      That’s when she heard something else.

      The footsteps. They’d stopped.

      And then they started heading into the woods, crunching against the fallen twigs and branches.

      Holly froze. Her heart raced. Her eyes jolted open again, her mouth dry.

      She looked at Becky, who stared back at her, the fear returning to her face.

      Because there was no doubt about it.

      The group was heading into the woods.

      Coming their way.

      The voices were loud. The footsteps were getting closer. It’d just be a matter of time before they reached Holly and Becky’s position.

      Holly felt fear course through her veins. She remembered what Dad said about the state of the medical centre, the things these people had done in there. She didn’t want to risk the same thing happening to her, to Becky.

      So she took a deep breath and did the only thing she could.

      She stood up, gestured for Becky to do the same.

      Then she peeked around the side of the tree.

      The group was male, definitely. Dressed in black. Armed well, and three of them were walking right towards the tree Holly and Becky were hidden behind. The rest of the group didn’t seem to be looking, didn’t seem to be paying much attention.

      Holly looked at Becky. Leaned towards her. “When I walk around this tree, you’re just going to hold my hand and trust me, okay?”

      Becky’s eyes widened. “But I—I’m scared.”

      “I know, hen. I know. But we’re going to be okay. Remember? I promised I’d keep you safe. I promised you just had to trust me. And I mean it. I mean it. Okay?”

      Becky looked at her feet, uncertainty clear to see. Then she nodded. But with a defeated breath, she muttered, “I wish Mummy and Daddy were here.”

      Holly held Becky’s hand. She stepped around the edge of the tree. The men were getting closer. She had to time her move perfectly. She had to wait until they were just past this tree, then she had to make a lunge for another of the trees.

      One way or another, she had to get out of this hell.

      The men got closer. Time was running out. Their footsteps, their voices, both of them so close.

      She took a deep breath, embraced her nerves. She imagined Mum was there beside her, telling her she was strong enough, telling her she was okay.

      She peeked around the tree. Looked to see the men just parallel with them now.

      Then she turned ahead.

      It was time to go.

      She lunged towards the trees in the distance. Pictured herself already there, already having made it. Visualised what it’d feel like to be in the clear, to be safe. Because she was close. She was so close.

      But then she felt something.

      Becky slipped.

      Her hand came loose.

      She spun around. Looked at Becky as she lay there, fearful eyes staring up at Holly.

      “Promise?”

      But then Holly saw something else.

      The men were looking at Becky.

      Then looking at her.

      She froze. Her body told her to run; her mind told her to get Becky.

      She made a lunge towards Becky.

      But then the gunshots followed.

      The gunshots hit Becky.

      Silenced her in one.

      And then Holly screamed.

      She couldn’t think. She couldn’t feel. All she could do was run.

      She turned around, went to get out of this woods, to get away from all this madness.

      But she hit into someone.

      They grabbed her. Looked down at her. Smiled.

      Then they said something to her in another language before knocking her over the head with the butt of their gun. Hard.

      After that, a fuzziness. A fuzziness where Holly could see Becky’s innocent little eyes in her mind.

      And after that… darkness.
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      When Mike heard the gunfire followed by the scream, he knew right away that it was Holly.

      He ran. Ran towards the source of the gunfire. Ran towards the source of the scream. Branches stuck up in the bottom of his feet as he moved. He bumped into trees, almost lost his balance.

      But he kept on going because he had to.

      He’d heard his daughter scream.

      He had to do something about it. He had to help her.

      He had to get to her and make sure she didn’t suffer the same fate as the people dangling from the trees, no matter what.

      His body ached. His head spun. He felt weak and nauseous and all the ways a person can feel bad.

      But Mike kept on going because he knew what he had to do.

      He needed to get to the gunshots.

      He needed to make sure Holly was okay.

      Even if the scream he’d heard told him that wasn’t the case.

      Even if it told him he wasn’t going to like what he was going to find…

      He went to run further when he felt his body giving way.

      He toppled onto the ground. The branches scratched his face. His head spun and his ears rang. He felt stomach acid creeping up his oesophagus, into his mouth, then spilling out onto the ground below.

      “Mike.”

      When he heard Alison’s voice, Mike’s stomach sank. He knew she was going to try stopping him; he knew she was going to warn him that he had to “be cautious” and all that.

      But he couldn’t give up on his little girl.

      He tried to drag himself to his feet. “I need to…”

      But then the dizziness surrounded him again and he fell to the ground.

      This time, as much as he wanted to, Mike didn’t try to get back up. He just thought about that scream. The terror in that scream, and what it might mean.

      Then he thought about how he’d feel if he found his daughter hanging from a tree like he’d found the pregnant woman and her husband.

      He couldn’t deal with something like that. And right now, he couldn’t move.

      He wanted to find his little girl, but he didn’t.

      He wanted to find his Holly… but he didn’t.

      Alison put a hand on his shoulder. By her side, Arya, then Kumal and Gina a little further back. They were all looking at him, all of them concerned.

      “That gunfire,” Alison said, her voice cracking with emotion. “That scream. You don’t know it’s—”

      “It was Holly,” Mike said.

      Alison’s face turned. “But what I’m saying is… you don’t know for certain that it’s—”

      “I know my daughter’s scream, okay?”

      He pushed himself up, then. Pushed through the dizziness, pushed through the shock. And then he turned to face the woods ahead.

      “You lot should stay back. I’ll deal with this.”

      Alison stepped forward before he had the chance to walk on. “No chance,” she said.

      He looked at her. Frowned. “That gunfire. The people who fired, they aren’t messing around.”

      “And neither are we.” It was Gina who spoke this time. She stepped forward. Stood tall. Looked more confident, more assertive than Mike ever thought he’d seen her.

      “We’re not standing by while you throw yourself into whatever’s ahead,” Kumal added. “We need to trust each other. And you need to trust us. ’Cause it’s only through trust that we’ll actually go anywhere in this world. Right?”

      Mike heard Kumal’s words, and they resonated. He was right. He needed to trust in others. His daughter, everyone. He’d been so set on doing things himself, on cutting everybody else off, he didn’t realise what a hole he’d got himself into.

      But now he saw.

      Now he saw for real.

      “It’s going to be dangerous,” Mike said. “Whatever’s ahead. Are you sure you want to do this?”

      The three of them all nodded in sync.

      “We’ve got your back,” Alison said. “No matter what.”

      Mike didn’t even want to contemplate what the “no matter what” meant.

      But he turned around. Looked in the direction where the gunshots had come from.

      And then, his people around him, he walked.

      The further they got into the woods, the eerier this whole situation felt. It really did feel like there was someone in here, watching them silently from the trees. Mike thought he saw movements in the corners of his eyes, but nothing solid as of yet. Nothing concrete.

      He walked further, heart racing. He swore they had to be at the source of the gunfire by now. Where were the shooters?

      And more terrifying than anything… where was his girl?

      He went to turn around to the others when he saw something.

      At first, when he saw the little body on the ground, his first thought was: Holly.

      But she was too small. It looked like she used to look when she was just a little kid, in a time that didn’t seem all that long ago at all.

      But it wasn’t her.

      So for a moment, he felt relief, as he walked towards the body.

      For just a moment, he felt relief.

      Then he saw the body.

      It was just a little girl, after all. Dark hair. Pretty green eyes.

      Bloodstains and bullet wounds in her back.

      She’d been shot. No doubt about that. And something else. She was the girl from the photo in the woman’s locket.

      Poor kid. Poor, poor family.

      “Maybe it wasn’t Holly after all,” Alison said, trying not to let the emotion totally crack her voice.

      Mike looked around. “No, it was Holly. I just…”

      That’s when he saw it.

      The ring.

      The silver ring lying right at the foot of the tree.

      His body tensed up. At first, he couldn’t move, but then he found himself walking towards it, crouching beside it, picking it up.

      “What is that?” Gina asked.

      Mike studied the silver ring in his hand.

      “It’s Holly’s,” he said, voice shaking. “It—it was her mum’s. She was here. My girl was here.”

      The ring was splashed with blood.

      Holly was nowhere to be seen.
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      Mike stared at Holly’s silver ring and for the first time in a long time, he felt like all his hope had drifted away entirely.

      The sun had disappeared behind the clouds. A cool breeze brushed through the woods. When he’d first got here, there had been silence, but now Mike heard birds and wildlife singing along, carrying on with their ordinary days.

      But this wasn’t ordinary. This was far, far from ordinary.

      Not just because of the little girl’s body lying right by him. That was painful enough in its own right.

      But the fact that Holly had been here too, and now she was gone…

      And all that she’d left behind was her ring.

      The ring her mum gave her before she died.

      Covered in blood.

      “Mike?”

      Mike looked around half-heartedly. He saw Kumal walking towards him.

      He sighed. Looked away. He didn’t have time to discuss things now. He didn’t want to even think about what this might mean. He didn’t have time for Kumal’s “reasoning.”

      Kumal sat beside him. He didn’t say anything. Not at first.

      Then he finally broke his silence. “It doesn’t mean anything’s happened to her.”

      Heat pumped through Mike’s body. He turned and looked at Kumal. “Blood on her ring? That doesn’t mean anything’s happened to her?”

      “We still don’t know, for certain. The truth is… she’s not here. And that’s the main thing. She isn’t here.”

      Part of Mike wanted to throw himself at Kumal. He wanted to just throw himself at the world.

      But he didn’t.

      He just sat there and stared at that ring.

      “Holly… she’s a tough girl, you know? Been a fighter ever since we met her. If there’s even the smallest chance she has of surviving… hell, she’ll take it.”

      Mike laughed a little. “I know that too well.”

      “You know, I had a sister, once upon a time.”

      Mike rolled his eyes. Here we go.

      “She was my rock. She gave me confidence. Gave me strength. She gave me everything. But then she died. Suddenly, just playing with her friends one day. And after that point… well, things changed, you know?”

      Mike nodded. He knew what it was like to lose someone who felt like his rock.

      “But one thing I remember is making a promise to myself. Never give up. Even though my sister was gone, I was gonna do whatever I could to keep her memory alive. I was going to fight to be a better person. A better guy. And you know what? I think I did it. It wasn’t easy, but I really think I did it.”

      He was silent then. Mike mulled over his words. “So what are you saying?”

      Kumal cleared his throat. “I’m saying we have a choice. We give up now, right at the first hurdle. Or we keep on moving. We keep on pushing on. Because like I say. If there’s even the smallest chance Holly’s still alive… wouldn’t she want you to fight for her?”

      Mike saw it, then. He saw the truth opening up ahead of him. He saw the only option right before him. And he knew what he had to do.

      “We have to keep going,” Mike said.

      Kumal nodded. “The safe zone. It’s where Holly would—”

      “You can go to the safe zone. But I’m going somewhere else.”

      He stood up. Took a deep breath.

      Kumal frowned. “Mike?”

      Mike stared at the woods ahead. “I’m going to find the bastards who killed that family. I’m going to find the fuckers who murdered that girl. I’m going to find the people who took my daughter. And I’m going to make them pay.”

      He tightened his grip around Holly’s ring.

      It was time for revenge.
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      When Holly opened her eyes, she thought for a moment that everything that’d happened to her was a dream.

      It was dark. Pitch black, like her bedroom was when she woke up in the middle of the night. She felt cold. Really cold. And she realised it was because she wasn’t in her dressing gown, which she usually wore to bed no matter what time of year it was, no matter how warm it was outside. Dad always laughed at her for it; told her she was soft. But it was a comfort thing more than anything. It made her feel secure.

      She didn’t feel secure right now.

      She looked around. She couldn’t see anything. Come to think of it, she couldn’t hear anything either. Just a ringing in her ears. Her head hurt, and she could taste the metallic tang of blood on her tongue. She didn’t know why that was. She didn’t know what had happened for that to be the case.

      Just that something had happened. Something bad. Something she didn’t totally understand.

      She tried to get up out of bed, but then she realised she wasn’t lying down at all. She was propped up with her back to a cold wall. She frowned, tried to move again, but to no avail. She was trapped.

      Her heart began to race. She went to open her mouth because this felt like some kind of nightmare. She wanted to call out to Mum or Dad and ask them where they were.

      When she tried to move her lips, she realised they were stuck.

      There was something covering her mouth.

      Fear propelled through her. She shook, tried to move some more.

      But then it dawned on her.

      Then it hit her with a sudden kick.

      The EMP.

      The power going out.

      The journey they’d been on.

      Becky.

      Then the gun whacking against her head…

      The second the memory hit her, she slumped back against the wall. She could still feel Becky’s hand holding hers. The way those military types had shot her dead… that was unforgivable.

      But worse than that, it made her lose hope.

      Because what hope was there in a world where people shot little girls like that?

      She was so good. She was so innocent.

      And now she was gone.

      She lay back against the wall, trapped in this room, wherever it was. A cabin? Some sort of caravan? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that a part of her wanted to give up. After all, what hope did she have against those military men? They’d captured her; that’s what this was. Now they were holding her captive.

      But then… if she gave up, what hope was there, too?

      She swallowed a lump in her dry, bloodied throat.

      She couldn’t give up.

      She had to try something.

      One way or another, she had to try and get out of this place.

      She pulled against the ties on her wrists.

      They were too tight.

      She tried to pull her ankles apart, to snap herself out of this situation.

      But again, they were just too tight.

      She leaned back. She wanted to cry. More than anything, she wanted Dad. She was so sorry for what she’d done. She’d been so close to getting to the safe zone… then that happened in the woods.

      She wanted to go out there. Warn him. Make sure he was okay.

      She was about to give up again when she heard something beside her.

      Movement.

      She spun around. Started to breathe heavily through her bloodied nose.

      Then she heard something to her right, too.

      More movement.

      More shuffling.

      Then she realised she could smell something.

      Sweat.

      At first, it didn’t dawn on her. It didn’t truly click.

      But then it hit her.

      It hit her in a bold way.

      She wasn’t the only prisoner in this room.

      She leaned back. There were others. Others like her. The military group, whoever they were—all she knew was that they spoke another language—they were rounding people up. Killing some of them, sure. But rounding others up, like her.

      What kind of future did they have planned for her and the people like her?

      What kind of future did she have to face?

      She pushed forward again. Because deep down, she knew she couldn’t give up. Even if she tried and didn’t get anywhere at all, it was better than just admitting defeat, just backing down and accepting her days were numbered.

      She gritted her teeth as she pushed. As she tried to separate the ties around her wrists, as she tried to break free of those around her ankles. She was pulling so hard she was sure she’d cut her wrists and her legs in the process.

      But it was what she had to do.

      It was all she had to try.

      But when she didn’t get anywhere… she let out a gasp.

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. She could hear more shuffling and mumbling around her now. What had she done to deserve this hell?

      She wished she could roll back time. Not to when her mum was alive, as good as those days were. Just to earlier. To before she’d stormed from her dad. She wished she could tell herself she wasn’t strong enough on her own, and that she needed him.

      But then she heard her mum’s words in her ears again.

      You’re strong enough to do whatever you want, Holly.

      She opened her eyes. Took a deep breath. She wasn’t going to let these ties defeat her. She wasn’t going to die in this room. No one was.

      She was strong enough to get out.

      She pulled her wrists and let out a cry.

      And then she felt something.

      The tie.

      The tie around her wrists.

      It was loosening.

      She pulled further. Kept on going. Heart racing. Adrenaline pumping.

      She was almost out. She had to believe it. And when she got out… well, she could cross the next bridge when it came to it.

      It was more important that she was almost there. She’d almost made it.

      She pulled some more. And then she felt the ties loosening some more, felt them coming free.

      A smile. A smile under the tape over her mouth.

      She could make this.

      She could do this.

      She went to pull the ties again when something happened.

      First, a sound.

      Then, light.

      She went still. Squinted.

      And then she saw where the light was coming from.

      There was a man ahead of her, someone by his side. Another prisoner.

      The man was standing in the doorway.

      Holding a gun.

      He had a smile on his face.

      And he was looking right at her.
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      Mike didn’t know what awaited on the road ahead. If he did, perhaps he might’ve played things differently.

      There was a cool chill to the air now, as morning progressed to afternoon. They were on the road now. Mike knew people had been here. He kept seeing traces of humanity along the way: plastic wrappers from food, the occasional boot mark. Even the odd speck of blood, which sparked worry and fear inside him, naturally.

      But he had to stay calm. He had to stay focused. He had to keep pressing on. After all, it was a path. A path that he could follow. A path to his daughter.

      He couldn’t believe how quiet this road was. Apart from the occasional call of a bird, everything was just so silent. It was a far cry from the riots and the chaos of the cities. Of course, every now and then, Mike would see a group of people or a family in the distance, only for them to disappear into the woods before he could reach them.

      It seemed like the people who had made it out of the cities were just as cautious about strangers as he was.

      And rightly so.

      He took a deep breath of the cool air, smelling the freshness of the pines. Reminded him of better days—days when he was younger, when he’d come up here on his mountain bike and go off trail. He used to feel so alone when he did that; so free of society, of all his responsibilities.

      Right now, he felt more responsible than ever.

      His daughter’s life was at stake.

      He heard Kumal sighing beside him, dragging his feet to a halt. He knew what Kumal was about to say was coming. It’d been coming a while.

      “I’m just not sure how much further we can go and just hope to run into Holly,” Kumal said.

      Mike sighed, kept on walking, eager not to stop for anyone. “We keep moving.”

      “We saw the helicopter,” Kumal said. “It—it landed west of where we are. What if we’re missing our chance? What if it’s like, deporting people out of the country? What if we end up trapped here forever?”

      Mike turned around. Squared up to Kumal. Looked him right in the eye. “I told you. You had a choice. You can walk to that safe zone. You told me you were with me. I didn’t ask for that. That was your call. Right now, there’s only one thing that matters to me, and that’s finding Holly. And if you don’t like that… well, feel free to take a different route.”

      Mike turned back, then. Carried on walking.

      “He’s right,” Alison said.

      Irritation crept in. “Not you as well.”

      “I know it’s hard, Mike. I know this… this is nigh on impossible. But Kumal’s right. There’s a chance we could get somewhere safe. That’s exactly where Holly was going. But this—this mission… there’s no guarantee it’s going to end well.”

      “You saw the state of that family in the woods,” Mike said. “You saw that little girl. That pregnant woman. Do you think it’s going to end well for my Holly if she’s caught up with them?”

      Silence followed.

      “I didn’t think so.”

      He kept on walking again. Arya was by his side. The rest of the group trailed behind him. He knew they had a point. At the end of the day, they just wanted to survive.

      But he wasn’t stopping them finding their own way.

      “I say we go a little further,” Gina said. “I mean, we’ve made it this far. Might as well push on to the end of the road. See if there’s anything that might give us an idea where Holly’s at.”

      Mike felt relieved to have someone on his side at least, as temporary a bargain as it may be. He looked at Gina, nodded. “Thanks,” he said. “It’s nice to know there’s—”

      Gunfire.

      Gunfire, up ahead.

      Mike froze. He turned his neck, slowly.

      That’s when he saw them.

      At the end of the road, there was a little campsite. A few trailer caravans, things like that. A couple of motorhomes, too.

      And surrounding the caravans, he saw them.

      He saw their black military gear.

      He saw their weapons.

      And he knew there could be no mistaking the truth, now.

      “Military,” he said. “A foreign army, no doubt about it.”

      He shuffled over to the other side of the road, along with the rest of the group. They crouched there, stared over at this military group.

      There were a few of them. Five, at least. They were laughing about something. Joking about something.

      And then he saw the man.

      He was stripped down. Beaten. Bruised.

      And he was being humiliated in front of the soldiers.

      Tension built up inside Mike. He knew what war could do to people. But this wasn’t fair. This was the systemic humiliation and degradation of innocent people.

      Whoever’s troops these people were, whoever’s military assault this was… it looked like they were eager to put a stamp down on the people of Britain—and wherever else—before it could get itself up and running again.

      “What’re we supposed to do now?” Alison asked.

      Mike mulled over the options in his head. But one thing was still obvious: they didn’t want to rush in all guns blazing at these people… mostly because they didn’t have any bloody guns to blaze with.

      They had to be careful. They had to play this right.

      “We wait,” Mike said. “We watch. And…”

      That’s when he saw her.

      The door of the caravan opened.

      One of the soldiers dragged the naked man up the steps, then threw him into the caravan.

      But in the light, at the back of the caravan, Mike saw her clearly.

      Her dark hair, greasy by the side of her head.

      A bloodied forehead and nose.

      “Holly,” he said.

      He looked at her for a second. Looked at her and hoped, somehow, she’d look back at him.

      But then the soldier closed the caravan door.

      “They’ve got Holly,” he said. “They’ve got my daughter.”
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      Mike stared at the military camp and he thought about how Holly must be feeling right now.

      The afternoon was progressing fast. They hadn’t moved from this spot since they’d got here. The military didn’t seem to be on the move either, which was something. It must be some kind of base for them. Some place they were holing up for the time being.

      Whatever it was, Mike had it in his sights.

      He felt his stomach tingling, tasted acid in his mouth like he always did when he was stressed. He stared down the road, listened to the birdsong, to the mumbling of this military group. Part of him was on high alert for screams. Because if he heard a scream, he wasn’t sure how he was going to react.

      All he knew was that Holly was in that caravan. And he wasn’t sure how to process that information.

      He saw a path ahead of him. A path ahead of the whole group, rather. The first option was to go into that camp when the best chance arose. The second option… well, there wasn’t a second option for him. But for the rest of the group? He wanted them to get to safety.

      He wanted them to get to that safe zone.

      He didn’t want them to be caught up in this mess.

      “We’re going to have to do something soon,” Alison said.

      Mike looked at her. He looked at Kumal, at Gina, and at Arya. He nodded. “Yes. You’re going to head towards the safe zone.”

      Alison frowned. “What? Mike, we discussed—”

      “I don’t want you to be caught up in what I’m about to do.”

      Alison’s eyes glazed over. Mike saw them growing watery. “Mike… it’s not safe. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      He sighed and half-smiled. “If I do, so be it. I’ll die fighting for my daughter if it’s what I have to do. I haven’t… I haven’t done that nearly enough. Even when I saved her at the start of all this, I still took her for granted. I still wasn’t really a father. But now I see. Now I know what I have to do.”

      Alison looked at the ground. “I’ll… We’ll miss you.”

      Mike smiled. He leaned over to her, lifted her chin, looked right into her eyes.

      And for a moment, there was something. There was a spark.

      Then a smile stretched across her face before she turned away. “Do what you have to do.”

      She stepped back. Stood with Kumal, Gina, and Arya by her side.

      All of them looked at Mike. All of them nodded. Like they knew this was farewell. Like they knew it was the end.

      “Save me a seat on that helicopter,” Mike said, battling the emotion in his voice.

      “Stay safe,” Gina said. “Please.”

      Mike nodded at her. Then at Kumal, and once more at Alison. Then he went over to Arya, ruffled her fur. She licked his face.

      “We get along just fine now, hmm?” he said. “Real team, you and me, aren’t we?”

      She panted some more, lifted a paw.

      Mike turned around, then. He looked at the caravan site. Took a deep breath.

      “I’ll see you on the other side,” he said.

      When he looked over his shoulder, they were already gone.

      It was time to wait.

      And then it was time to save his daughter.

      

      When it was dark, Mike knew it was time.

      The military camp was barely a military camp. More a campsite that this foreign army had decided to occupy as a base for the time being. And that held with it some key advantages, for Mike anyway. Namely, if it wasn’t a real military camp, it was going to be far easier to intercept.

      Not that it was going to be easy per se. Just easier.

      He was under no illusions about how difficult this was really going to be.

      He crept through the woods, around the side of the caravan site. He’d stayed put all day, watching the habits and the movements of this group. It seemed like they always had someone outside, on guard, sitting there with the rifle on their lap.

      But one particular guard, he was privy to reading a book on his shift.

      He was on guard now.

      Mike had planned it that way.

      He crept closer to the camp. Walked past a box of explosives that it looked like this group had brought along with them. When he got right up close to it, he heard the voices inside the caravans. Heard the laughter. It made his skin crawl. The fact that people could be enjoying this world while so many other people were suffering such misery… it was impossible to even comprehend.

      But then he supposed he’d witnessed war zones himself. He knew just how easy it was for people to slip into a new reality.

      Which was why he’d brought his Becker BK-2 knife along with him.

      He saw the man sitting by the front of the caravan Holly was inside, guarding it, acting as watchman.

      And as he looked at him, glowing in the moonlight, Mike wondered whether there was a stealthier way of doing this. A better way of going about this. A way without killing.

      But then he remembered what these people were like. What they’d done.

      They were capturing people.

      They’d killed a pregnant woman. Killed a little girl.

      And they had his little girl in captivity.

      He couldn’t afford any sympathy.

      He stepped out and approached the man, swiftly and stealthily.

      The man had his head buried in his book. Mike needed him to keep it that way.

      But something happened.

      He looked up. Looked right at Mike.

      His eyes widened.

      He opened his mouth. Lifted his rifle.

      But Mike was on him before he could fire.

      He covered his mouth. The man kicked out, struggled, whined.

      And as Mike looked down into his fearful eyes, he lifted the knife and pierced it through his neck.

      The man kicked around even more violently, blood pooling out. Fear expanded in his eyes.

      But Mike kept on pushing, blood gushing over his hand from the man’s mouth. He kept on pressing.

      The man kicked some more. Struggled some more.

      And then he went still.

      Mike moved his hand away, pulled out the knife. He took the rifle, then stood up and headed towards the caravan his daughter was inside.

      Over by the other caravan, he heard footsteps.

      A door opening.

      Someone stepping out into the night, walking down the steps.

      He froze. Went completely still. Held the rifle close, just in case.

      But then the man took a left, headed around the back of the caravan, presumably for some beers.

      Mike stepped up towards the caravan, then. He opened the door. He was doing this. He was getting Holly and everyone else out of here.

      When he opened the door, the first thing that hit him was the smell.

      Shit. Urine. Sweat. And the unmistakable smell of fear.

      All these eyes staring back at him. All these bodies, some of them naked and stripped, looking at him, praying for mercy.

      He looked around the group, and his eyes settled on one person in particular.

      “Holly,” he whispered.

      He ran over to her. Yanked her free of the ties around her wrists, which it looked like she’d already loosened a fair bit. Her wrists were bleeding. Her ankles were bleeding.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Mike said. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I let you go. But I’m here now. I’m here.”

      He pulled the tape off her mouth, and when she was free, she fell into Mike’s arms.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “No, I’m sorry. I should’ve been a better dad.”

      “And I should’ve been a better daughter.”

      “Well, hey. At least we can both be better now, right?”

      He pulled back. Looked her in the eyes. Smiled at her, as she attempted a smile back at him.

      “All these other people,” Holly said. “We—we can’t just leave them here.”

      Mike looked around. He knew Holly was right, as much as he wanted to get out of here. He remembered something Alison had said about trusting others, because ultimately, it was going to be trust that united humanity in the end.

      “Then let’s get to work on getting them out of here.”

      They walked around the room. Cut them free, one by one. They thanked Mike. They thanked Holly. And when they were all free, they all stood in the caravan, looking at one another.

      “The next step isn’t going to be easy,” Mike said. “There’s a chance what we’re looking for, where we’re going… there’s a chance we aren’t going to find what we want to find. But we have to stick together. We have to believe. If we do that, no matter where we go, we have a chance.”

      Everyone in the room nodded. Thanked him some more.

      He looked at Holly and smiled.

      Then he walked over to the door, opened it.

      The military were standing outside, staring at him.

      One of them men tilted his head. “Going somewhere?” he said, in a thick accent.

      Mike lifted his gun. Went to pull the trigger.

      But then he felt something.

      First, he heard the gunfire.

      Then, he felt it.

      The thump.

      The thump, straight in his upper chest.

      He fell back. Landed on the caravan floor. Pain splitting through his body. The taste of blood in his mouth.

      He looked up at his daughter, who looked down at him, fear in her eyes.

      He was shot.

      And the caravan was surrounded.
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      Alison looked at the road ahead and she couldn’t help feeling like she’d made the wrong decision.

      It was dark, and they’d been walking for miles without stopping. They’d come across a few people on the way, asked them about this supposed safe zone, but nobody was having any of it. Nobody around here had even seen the helicopter go over. Which made Alison wonder…

      She kept on going, guided by the light from the moon. But as she walked, her feet blistering, her stomach growling with hunger, Alison couldn’t help thinking about Mike. The mission he’d gone on. The journey he’d chosen for himself. The journey to get to Holly, to rescue her.

      She thought about that bond she’d felt with Mike. That undoubted, undeniable connection.

      And she couldn’t shake the feeling she wasn’t going to see him again.

      “We should think about setting up a camp,” Kumal said.

      Alison’s stomach sank. She kept on moving, not wanting to slow down. “We’ve made it this far. We should keep going.”

      “We’ve been walking for miles,” Kumal said. “You know me. I’m all for getting to this safe zone. But I think… I think we need to face up to reality, Alison. We aren’t going to find it. The helicopter, wherever it was, has gone. And this safe zone… it doesn’t exist.”

      A knot tightened in Alison’s stomach. She kept her eyes ahead, kept her focus on the road. “We don’t know that.”

      “We know that Holly and Harriet heard a rumour,” Kumal said. “A rumour that we have no way of knowing whether was true. We’ve tried to push on. We’ve tried to find this place. But… but it’s not here. It’s not here.”

      Alison stopped walking. She looked at Arya, by her side. She felt a pull to go back to help Mike. She had no idea what kind of situation he was in, and that Holly was in.

      And that was it.

      Holly.

      “Harriet died trying to find this place,” Alison said. “Holly was captured trying to find this place. Mike… Mike left us trying to find this place. And do you remember what his final wish was? Do you remember the last thing he wanted us to honour?”

      Kumal lowered his head. Gina kept quiet.

      “He wanted us to move forward. He—he wanted us to press on. He wanted us to find it. That’s all he wanted.”

      More silence followed. But it was Gina who looked up this time.

      “Maybe he did,” Gina said. “Maybe—maybe they all did. But the fact is, if we don’t find it, we can’t put all our eggs in one basket. We have to be realistic. We have to start thinking about ‘what if?’ What if we don’t find it? What if it’s not out there at all? What’re we going to do then?”

      Alison looked between Kumal and Gina and she felt outnumbered. Like the pair of them were just giving up. But she couldn’t give up. There was something holding her back. And that something was a someone. That someone was Mike.

      “You do what you want,” she said, battling a lump in her throat. “I’m not stopping.”

      She turned and kept on walking.

      Kumal walked after her. “I remember another of Mike’s wishes,” he said. “He wanted us to stick together, no matter what. If you walk away… well, you own that decision. But if you do that, we’re not united anymore. That trust that we told Mike about… that unity… that’s gone too. So what’s it going to be?”

      Alison looked at Kumal. She looked at Gina. And she knew deep down that she had a choice. Walk on. Find the safe zone. Or stay here and set up camp.

      Alone or together.

      Untied or separated.

      She swallowed a lump in her throat, then looked up at the stars above. She thought about her mum. Thought about what she’d say, about what she’d suggest.

      And then she looked back at Kumal and Gina. “I’m sorry, but I c—”

      That’s when she heard it.

      The gunfire.

      She froze. Looked at Kumal and Gina, then went totally still.

      Gunfire.

      Cries.

      Then silence.

      She turned around in the direction of the gunfire.

      “Alison,” Gina said.

      But Alison wasn’t waiting for anyone.

      She walked through the trees, Arya by her side.

      Walked in the direction of that gunfire.

      Because she wanted to see.

      She wanted to know for certain.

      “Ali—”

      Then something else.

      More gunfire.

      Except this was behind her now.

      Between her and the others.

      Then shouts. Footsteps.

      She turned back. Looked at Kumal and Gina.

      They were too far away from her.

      They needed to run.

      She looked Kumal in the eye. Saw him looking back at her, fear in his.

      And then more footsteps emerged.

      More gunfire.

      Kumal and Gina disappeared into the darkness.

      Alison’s heart pounded. She looked around, knowing there was only one thing she could do.

      “Come on, girl,” she said to Arya.

      And then, together, they ran.

      She kept on moving through the trees. The gunfire seemed to have stopped now, but she could still hear voices, still hear footsteps. She didn’t know exactly where they were coming from. She was lost, disoriented.

      So she just kept on pushing on, kept on heading forward.

      She saw the edge of the woods ahead. She saw lights. And she heard things. Voices.

      Excitement picked up inside. Maybe this wasn’t the rival group. Maybe this wasn’t the enemy. Maybe these were the good guys, all along.

      She got to the edge of the woods, and she saw it.

      The helicopter, first. Sitting there. Empty.

      And then she saw the military.

      They were standing over a group of people.

      All of those people were dead.

      Military peacekeepers.

      Police.

      And two of them—a man and a woman—lying together, hand in hand.

      Alison felt her stomach lurch to the ground. She let out a sob, unable to temper it, covering her mouth in the process. Because this was the military safe zone. This was where the rumour had led them. Holly had been wrong. Harriet had been wrong.

      There was no light at the end of the tunnel.

      There was no safe zone.

      She turned around. Looked back into the woods. She could hear voices in there. But they were getting further away.

      She tried to see if Kumal and Gina were out there somewhere. Tried to see if she could see them.

      But they were gone.

      They were long gone.

      She looked at Arya, heart racing, feeling totally alone.

      Then she looked back at the woods.

      “Just you and me now, girl,” she said.

      Then with Arya by her side, she headed off into the woods, to whatever road lay ahead.

      Alone.
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      Holly looked down at her dad as he lay there, bullet wound in his chest, and she didn’t know what to do.

      It was dark and it was quiet. The caravan was surrounded by the enemy military. They had their guns raised, pointed at the caravan. Dad had a rifle by his side.

      “This is what will happen,” a man said, foreign twang to his voice. “You will step outside. You will get on your knees. And you will realise the price for causing trouble.”

      Holly looked down at Dad. He was holding his chest. Struggling to speak. His breathing was shallow, and he sounded like he was in pain.

      She was trapped in here. Everyone was trapped in here.

      Time was running out.

      “If you don’t,” the man said.

      And then he lifted a gun and fired.

      The bullet hit the neck of one of the people in the caravan. They spluttered, held their neck, then fell down to the caravan floor. Everyone around them jumped and screamed.

      “That’s what’ll happen,” the military man said.

      Holly’s stomach turned as she crouched over her dad. She knew there were two options. She could comply, step outside, and probably die—along with her dad.

      Or she could step up.

      She could fight.

      She could repay the sacrifices her dad had made for her—the sacrifices she’d failed to truly recognise all this time—and she could fight.

      She looked at the rifle by his side. She’d never fired one. She was a Brit, after all. She didn’t know how to use them.

      But she had to think outside the box.

      She had to try something else.

      “Time is ticking,” the military man said.

      And then he fired another shot, and another person fell.

      Another series of yelps, of cries. More drama. More tension.

      And then Holly put a hand on the side of her dad’s head.

      She felt the warmth of his face. The whole world seemed to disappear around her, around them both.

      And suddenly it was just the pair of them. Just the two of them. Together.

      “I’m going to fight for us,” she said.

      Dad opened his mouth, a little blood drooling out.

      “I’m going to fight for both of us. Just like you fought for me. Just like you’ve always fought for me.”

      Dad leaned into her hand. And at that point, he smiled.

      “Always… always my strong girl. Always my strong girl.”

      Holly felt the tears building up in her eyes as her dad struggled to stay awake. She wanted him to be there for her. She wanted him to have her back, once again.

      But she knew this time things were going to be different.

      Uncle Norman was right, what he’d said to her at the funeral.

      She needed to be strong for her dad.

      He needed her right now.

      She stood up. Rifle in hand.

      Looked out at the military.

      They looked back at her. A smile spread across the face of the leader.

      “Hello, little girl,” he said. “You want to dance?”

      Holly pointed the rifle to their side, over at the boxes beside them. “No,” she said. “But you are.”

      She pulled the trigger.

      The next thing she knew, there was a huge explosion.

      The flames blasted through the caravan site. Holly flew back, as did so many others. The military men were engulfed in flames, struggling, screaming.

      But they’d fallen.

      They’d fallen.

      Holly lowered her rifle, still in shock at what she’d just done.

      She held her dad.

      But his eyes were closed.

      “Dad?” she said.

      He didn’t respond.

      “Dad!”

      She crouched there in the caravan, the rest of the site burning around her.

      She listened to the flames flickering away. Listened to people talking to her. People thanking her. People telling her they needed to get out of here.

      She listened to all these things, but all she could do was hold her dad’s hand.

      “I love you,” she said. “I love you so much.”

      Dad didn’t say anything in response.

      His eyes just closed, and his breathing went completely still.
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      Mike felt the life drifting from his body…

      

      Kumal and Gina looked at the wreckage of what must’ve been the former military safe zone and they were quiet. Completely quiet.

      There were bodies everywhere. Bodies of civilians. Bodies of military people, too.

      People had been lured here.

      They’d been slaughtered here.

      And then the helicopter had moved on to someplace else, something they’d witnessed as they made their way over here.

      Kumal swallowed a lump in his throat, took a deep breath. He looked at Gina, and he knew what she was thinking, too. Alison. There was no sign of her. No sign of Arya. No sign of them anywhere.

      They were alone together now.

      And Alison, wherever she was, was alone with Arya too.

      Gina cleared her throat. Her eyes were watery. “What now?”

      Kumal took a deep breath. Looked into the woods. Remembered something Mike told him, right back at the start. “Now’s where our journey really begins.”

      

      He saw Holly in his mind’s eye, and he felt so much admiration for her, so much love…

      

      Alison looked at the burnt-out remains of the caravan site and her stomach sank completely.

      There’d been an explosion here. There were a lot of burned bodies. And as she approached, she stalled. Because she didn’t want to find Mike here. She didn’t want to find Holly here. Not in the way all these other people were.

      But she hadn’t found them. In fact, she’d found something else entirely. The bodies, they were mostly military men. Aside from a few of the prisoners from the caravan, the bulk of them were the troops, some guns still left behind.

      She looked into the caravan Holly had been inside. Found it empty.

      Then she sighed and let out a smile, even though her eyes were filled with tears.

      She walked over to the rifles, which had been left at the back of the caravan. Picked one up.

      Then she stepped outside, Arya jogging to her side.

      “Come on, girl,” she said. “It’s time to go.”

      Then, together, they walked on to whatever lay ahead.

      

      …and then, Mike opened his eyes.
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