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​​​​​​Chapter One
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Mark

Mark arrived at work early Thursday morning, he had checked into the office and found his staff huddled around the TV watching the reports about the attacks on the West Coast. He tried to call Matt and Liam, but the calls dropped, but he managed to send two text messages through before the service went offline completely. Then the reports came in from the police and National Defence. There was a threat on the city, and evacuations would start when they had the emergency task teams in place, likely within an hour. Trains heading to the city for the morning rush were already stopped and turning back, citing signal issues as the reason. The subway was doing the same, turning back the trains and taking people to the furthest stop possible. When the evacuation orders came through, the morning commute had been thoroughly disrupted and a lot of angry people were stranded, but it had prevented thousands of commuters from entering the city core. Those that had come into work early needed to get out, by whatever means possible. Every spare train was sent to pick up people in the city core and each was packed to capacity as it left. Many people started walking, those driving invited strangers into their cars. Every car on the road was full and slowly moving away from the city core. 

Mark was sweeping his building to make sure everyone had followed the evacuation orders. His staff were going floor by floor forcing people out. Fortunately, many hadn’t made it into the office yet, but those that had, were hesitant to leave, and the same argument was repeated over and over. It was a slow process. The elevators were being overused with people leaving, Mark and his team needed to take the stairs as they cleared each floor, and he had offered to take the top ones. He had cleared all, but the last floor, when the fire alarm went off. Suddenly a voice came through his radio.

“Hey Mark,” one of his staff, Brian, was calling. “We found a suspicious device in the parking garage. We have called the police, but that’s why the fire alarm has been triggered, we need to get people out quicker. When you come down use the west stairs, avoid the east stairwell.”

“OK thanks, I’m just on the top floor now, all the other floors have been cleared, I’ll be down in a few minutes.” 

Mark proceeded through the floor and noticed one meeting room still occupied. He walked over and opened the door. There were five people in the meeting, and they looked annoyed by his intrusion.

“You need to get out, this is not a drill,” he advised them.

“Yes, in a minute,” a man in a very expensive suit replied.

“You don’t have a minute, you need to get out now,” Mark replied calmly, but his frustration was rising rapidly. “Look, I’m not kidding here, your life could be at risk if you don’t leave now.”  

The other people in the meeting room got out of their chairs, the man in the suit was about to protest but Mark interrupted. 

“You need to head down the stairs, and quickly,” Mark ordered. This added some urgency to everyone as they immediately grabbed their belongings. Except for Mr. Suit, who was stalling, clearly annoyed with the interruption. Mark ushered the four out of the door and to the west stairwell, Mr. Suit was dragging behind. 

“Are you the boss here?” Mark asked.

“Yes,” Mr. Suit said puffing up his chest. 

“Look I don’t want to scare your staff but there are threats on the city core and we just found a suspicious device in our parking garage, we need to hurry.”

Mr. Suit’s demeanour changed instantly, he nodded and quickly followed his staff out the door. Mark did a final check of the office and then ran after the others, he heard them a few floors below and caught up to them quickly.  The fire alarm was flashing and ringing loudly in the stairwell. One lady from the office was moving slowly. The others were politely trying to stay with her, but Mark could see they were getting nervous. He noticed that the lady’s shoes were four-inch-high heel boots.

“You should take those off,” Mark suggested to the lady. She looked at him, shocked at the suggestion but then agreed. She bent down to undo the buckles, and the others in the group stopped, looking extremely impatient. 

“Keep going,” Mark instructed them. “I’ll stay with her.” 

They didn’t need to be told twice. Mr. Suit was now leading the way urgently. 

“I’m sorry,” the lady said as she struggled with her shoes, finally getting them off. She was sitting on the stairs, her long blond hair falling over her shoulders. She was also wearing a tight skirt and suit jacket, Mark guessed she was in her early thirties and wondered if she was Mr. Suit’s assistant. 

“Don’t worry, we will be out of here in a minute,” Mark encouraged her. 

The building was thirty floors high, they were now on the twenty-first floor. The lady was moving quicker with no shoes, but was still slower than Mark would have liked, the tight skirt was limiting her stride. 

“I’m getting dizzy,” she said as they reached floor fourteen. 

“Are you OK to keep going?” Mark asked concerned, he was feeling unsettled, they needed to move quicker. 

“Yeah, just the repeated turning is making me dizzy,” she said slightly out of breath. 

“What’s your name?” Mark asked.

“Leslie,” she replied.

“Leslie, I’m Mark.” 

“Nice to meet you Mark,” she gave him a small smile as she kept going. Mark was keeping a half step behind her encouraging her to keep her pace. 

“You’re doing great here Leslie,” Mark said. “We will be out of here in a minute.”

“I appreciate the lies,” she laughed. “Are we really in danger?”

“Possibly,” Mark answered honestly. “An evacuation order for the city was issued, and there is a threat to our building. I’m not going to take any chances with anyone’s life.”

“Thank you for that,” Leslie replied. They were on the eighth floor now, and Leslie had picked up her speed a little. Either knowing there was a real threat, or that they were almost at the bottom, seemed to have motivated her to move even quicker. 

Fifth floor, fourth floor.

“Leslie, when we get to the ground floor, we have to follow a tunnel out to the emergency exit, once we get to that tunnel we are almost out,” Mark explained, and Leslie nodded in understanding. 

Third floor, second floor.

Suddenly there was a loud rumbling coming from beneath them, and all the lights went out. Leslie screamed, Mark could hear the yells from the others somewhere below, likely already in the tunnel, on the ground floor. Mark quickly grabbed his flashlight and turned it on. 

“Run!” he yelled, taking Leslie’s hand and leading her as fast as she could, down the rest of the stairs and to the tunnel. The rumbling continued along with crashing noises, it was so loud it sounded like the building was coming down around them. They reached the tunnel and found the others from her office stopped about halfway through. 

“Keep going,” Mark yelled, but just as he was saying it, there was another loud crashing sound, and he could feel the hallway shaking and saw the walls cracking. The others screamed, they ducked and covered their heads as parts of the ceiling fell on them. Out of reflex he pulled Leslie close to him and pushed her into a crouching position, covering her head with his arms. He felt parts of the walls hitting him in the back. Leslie was shaking underneath him, he heard the others crying out as they were hit with pieces of concrete. Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, the rumbling stopped, and everything became quiet. Mark was a little bruised, but had no serious injuries, as far as he could tell. His flashlight had fallen next to him when he had grabbed Leslie, he slowly released Leslie and picked up the flashlight.

“Are you OK?” he asked her, she nodded but her eyes showed that she was terrified. Mark turned the flashlight to scan the area they were in. He saw the others not far from them, there was some debris between them, which prevented him from reaching them. But Mark could see four people slowly getting up. 

“Is everyone else alright?” he called out to them. There were varying degrees of “yes”, as replies. 

“What the hell happened?” Mr. Suit yelled at Mark.

“I’m not sure,” Mark replied. “But I think a bomb may have just gone off.”

“The hall is blocked ahead of us,” Mr. Suit observed, he had his phone out and was using it as a flashlight. 

Mark turned his flashlight back down the tunnel towards the stairwell they had just exited. He couldn’t see the door anymore, it was blocked with debris.

“Behind us is blocked too,” Mark confirmed back.

“Where are we?” someone asked.

“It’s an emergency exit tunnel, it would have exited behind the building,” Mark explained. “We are actually not under the building right now, the door we were trying to get to, leads out to a loading zone. I’m guessing that the roof in the loading zone came down and that’s why our exit out is blocked.”

“So, we’re trapped?” another voice called. 

“Yes, I think we are,” Mark confirmed. He pulled out his radio and turned it on.

“This is Mark,” he said into the radio. “Hello, is anyone there? This is Mark.” 

He waited for a few seconds and then repeated the message. Everyone waited in silence hoping there would be a response, but none came. A few minutes went by, Mark tried several more times switching stations and then turned off the radio. Just to be certain, he checked his cell phone, but it was still showing there was no service.

“Why are you giving up?” Mr. Suit demanded. 

“I’m not,” Mark said. “I’m trying to preserve the battery. I’ll try again in a few minutes, but no one is answering right now.”

Mark looked at Leslie, who was still stunned and terrified, he imagined the others must have the same expressions on their faces. There was no way for Mark and Leslie to get to them safely through the debris.

“Is everyone OK over there?” Mark asked. “Is anyone hurt?”

“Andrew has a good gash to his head,” Mr. Suit replied. “But he’s conscious. We’re trying to stop the bleeding.”

“The rest of us are a bit bruised up but generally OK,” another lady replied.

“I’m Mark,” he said to them. “Leslie is here with me, she’s OK.” He gave her a reassuring smile and she nodded slightly. “What’s your names?”

“I’m Michael,” Mr. Suit answered. “These are my staff, Andrew, Deborah and Frank. And you met Leslie.”

“What are we going to do Mark?” Deborah asked.

Mark wasn’t sure how to respond, he was seen as the person of authority, but he had no clue how to get these people and himself out of this alive. 

“I’ll keep trying my radio,” he said. “I imagine emergency crews will be sent soon. Try to find something we can bang pipes with, the noise will carry, it will let them know we are alive here. Take turns making the noise, there is no point in all of us exhausting ourselves.”

He heard them search around and then Frank tapped on the walls and pipes with a piece of concrete until he found a spot that carried the sound. 

“If you have phones, try to save your batteries, don’t all use your lights at the same time,” Mark instructed, everyone but Michael turned their phones off. 

They sat in the dark listening to Frank tap the walls for a while.

“You saved our lives,” Leslie said to Mark quietly, so the others wouldn’t hear. 

“I really hope so Leslie,” Mark said sadly.

“Michael wasn’t going to let us out,” she continued softly. “He said it was a false alarm again. He didn’t want us to stop working.” 

“We’ll deal with that if we get out of here,” Mark sighed. 

“They left me,” Leslie whispered harshly.

“I told them to,” Mark reminded her.

“I know, but they didn’t even argue or pretend to hesitate.”

“So, what do you do for Michael?” Mark asked changing the subject, he wanted her to keep talking so she wouldn’t be so afraid.

“I’m his Chief Marketing Officer,” Leslie replied. “Michael’s the CEO, you interrupted our weekly Officers’ meeting.”

“Really?” Mark was impressed, Leslie looked young to have such an important job. “You all work for the food company? Harvest Foods is it?”

“That’s right,” Leslie replied. “I guess it’s your job to know who’s in the building?”

“Yes, but I must admit your company is one of my favourites, my kids love your cereals,” Mark said. 

“We do more than just cereal,” Leslie stated. “How many kids do you have?”

“Two, a boy who’s sixteen, and a girl who is eight. How about you, any kids?”

“I have a baby boy at home, I actually just came back to work last week from my maternity leave,” she cried. 

“Leslie, you will see your son again,” Mark said taking her hand. “I promise.”

“Do you always make promises you can’t keep Mark?” Leslie asked calming down.

“Lately? Yes, it seems so.” Mark answered sadly thinking about Matt and Grace who should be evacuating and safely on their way to the cottage. He had no way to reach them, and he wondered when, no, if, he would see them again.

Mark turned on his radio and tried again to reach someone. He tried various channels, but all attempts went unanswered. He slipped the radio back onto his belt and tried to adjust his seating to be more comfortable. The tunnel they were in was small and narrow, and filled with debris made it even tighter. The small group fell into a routine, they took turns banging on the pipes, Mark would try his radio every thirty minutes, and they would turn on a light for a few minutes each hour to have short conversations. Eventually, people fell asleep. Then the batteries ran out on the phones, and they were sitting in darkness. Mark dozed in and out of restless sleep. Hours passed and they lost track of time. When he was awake Mark tried to make sense of what had happened. The warnings had come in, just after the west coast missile attacks, confirming there were threats on the eastern and central cities. But this hadn’t seemed like a missile attack, there were no reports of the missiles being launched, and no specific targets had been identified. His staff had said they found a suspicious device in the parking garage. Could this have been a terrorist attack?  Had someone placed a bomb in the building?

“Mark?” Leslie called out to him, she was still sitting next to him, he could feel her moving around in the darkness. “I’m not feeling so well.”

“It could be dehydration,” Mark replied.

“Yeah, I think so, teach me to skip breakfast,” Leslie said weakly. “They stopped tapping the walls.” Leslie was referring to her coworkers on the other side of the debris.

“Hey Michael, Frank?” Mark called out. “You guys awake?”

There was no reply. Mark searched around him in the dark, for the rock he had used during his tapping turns. He grabbed it and banged on the pipe exposed just over his head. They had determined a rhythm. Tap tap tap, wait, then three slower taps, wait, then tap tap tap again. The rationale was that if someone heard there was a pattern they were more likely to identify that, over some other creaking or dripping noises. It was also Morse Code for SOS, but he wasn’t sure who still knew that. 

“Do you think they are OK?” Leslie asked in a horse voice.

“I think so,” Mark replied. “They are probably just tired like us.” Mark felt exhausted from the lack of sleep, food, and water. The air was poor, and they were unable to move or stretch. More tapping. Just keep tapping, he told himself. His arm cramped as he continued, he was sure he fell asleep at one point but had continued to tap even in his sleep.

“Stop,” Leslie said suddenly, placing a hand on his leg. “Listen!”

Mark stopped and tried to listen for what she had heard. Then very faintly he could hear tapping. The tapping was mimicking the same pattern he had made. He hit back harder, and there was a distinct reply with the same pattern.

“Someone found us!” Leslie said excitedly. “HELLO!” she yelled.

“HELLO!” Mark yelled. They listened for a moment, no one called back, but the tapping continued.

“What’s going on?” Michael’s voice asked from the darkness.

“We think we can hear someone tapping back at us,” Leslie exclaimed.

“Really?” Michael said, now with energy. “HELLO!” He yelled as well. 

Mark continued to tap hard, and they were certain now that the tapping back were replies to them. Then he remembered his radio, it had been hours since he had tried it. He turned it back on and called into it.

“This is Mark Bailey, is there anyone there, hello?” he waited a moment and then he heard a response. “Mark? Is that really you? Where the hell are you?” Leslie cried next to him and Michael cheered.

“Brian is that you? Oh man, it’s good to hear your voice.” Mark cried into the radio. “I’m in the northwest exit tunnel. There are six of us here, maybe twenty feet from the loading dock exit,” Mark explained. 

“The roof came down there the exit is completely covered, but there is a crew there, they were hoping that the tunnel was fine, and they could access the building from there,” Brian explained. “I knew you were in there somewhere, they’ve been looking for you.”

“Please tell them to hurry,” Mark smiled into the radio. 

“Absolutely,” Brian replied. “Listen, I’m going to go find someone in charge and let them know exactly where you are. I’ll call back when I know something.”

“Thanks man,” Mark replied.

“So, they are coming for us?”  Deborah asked, they had all been listening to Mark’s conversation.

“They know we are here,” Mark said with a sigh of relief.  

“Thank you,” Leslie said softly so the others couldn’t hear. She found his hand in the dark and held it for a moment.

“I told you I would get you home to your baby,” Mark replied.

They waited a long time before Brian called back on the radio. 

“Mark? You there?” 

“Yeah Brian, we haven’t gone anywhere,” Mark replied with a laugh.

“Sorry, I guess that’s a stupid question. I found the Fire Chief and told him where you were. They are working to get to you, but it’s going to take some time, definitely hours. They heard you guys banging, but now that they know exactly where you are, they are treating you as the priority.”

“That’s great to hear, and it better be a priority I have the executive team from Harvest Foods with me. The future of good cereal commercials is at stake here,” Mark joked lightly.

“For sure then, my kids love those cereals,” Brian responded. 

Leslie laughed beside him. 

“Brian, what time is it?” Mark asked. 

“About four AM.”

“Oh wow, it's been a while,” Mark was shocked to hear so much time had passed. “So, what’s it look like out there?”

There was a long pause before Brian responded.

“Like a bloody war zone Mark,” Brian said. “You’ll have to see it for yourself.”

The euphoria of knowing a rescue team was working to get to them wore off, as they continued to wait. Brian continued to provide updates, but things were progressing slowly.

“Did you say your name was Mark Bailey?” Michael asked at one point.

“Yeah,” Mark replied.

“Is your wife Heather Bailey?” Michael asked, and Mark could feel the tension from the others in the tunnel, they had followed the News.

“Yes,” Mark responded.

“My friend, Patrick Gilly, is the CEO at the Bank she worked at,” Michael said. “I'm sorry to hear what happened to her. I know my friend took it hard too.”

Mark didn't know how to respond, his head started to spin, what were Michael’s motives for bringing this up?  Was he being honest with his condolences, or was this a threat?  The police had stated that her abduction was likely connected to her job, but they could never confirm exactly who was involved or why they would have taken her. Mark knew that all the CEOs from the powerful companies knew each other. He had seen many after-hours meetings and parties in the financial district over the years and became familiar with the faces of the rich and powerful. It also wouldn't be a surprise that Harvest Foods would use the biggest bank in the world to manage their financial affairs. 

“You may have saved our lives Mark,” Michael continued. “I'm grateful for that.”

“Just doing my job,” Mark replied.

“Don't sell yourself short,” Michael said. “Considering what you have been through on a personal level in the last few weeks, I'm surprised you were even at work today. It's fate that you were there for us. I won’t forget that.”

“I'm glad I could help,” Mark replied, but his thoughts were with Heather now. It hadn't been fate, or his commitment to his job, that brought him into the city. He had hoped to find his wife and hold the people who took her accountable. His intention that day had been to follow up on some of the leads he had investigated.  He had connections with the other security personnel in the other buildings and he had every intention to question those that worked at the bank. He was glad it was too dark for them to see he was crying. He felt Leslie move beside him, and she took his hand in the darkness again and held it. 

Eventually, the scraping and banging sounds they had been listening to became much louder. It sounded like the roof was coming down on them again, but the tunnel held, and other than dust, nothing more came crashing down. Then finally light came through a small opening where the exit door was supposed to be.

“Hello,” a voice called in and everyone yelled back at once. “I found them,” the voice yelled to someone behind him, and they could hear cheers from outside. From there, things moved quickly. Their small tunnel was being opened by dozens of hands and more and more light streamed in, as the debris was moved. Frank, Andrew, Deborah and Michael were helped to safety first.

“There are two more just past the debris,” Michael confirmed as he was helped. 

Crews worked their way threw the tunnel clearing enough room for Leslie and Mark to get through but being careful not to remove anything that may be supporting the ceiling in its fragile state.

“We don't want to remove too much more,” one of the firemen said. He was just on the other side of the debris pile, a few feet away. “We don't want the ceiling coming down now, after how long you’ve waited for us. Do you think you can manoeuvre through this?”

They had cleared away enough for one person to pass through at a time. There were still chunks of wall, metal and broken pipes scattered and wedged into the hall, but Mark thought he could find a way through. 

Mark looked at Leslie who nodded, “I'm ready to get out of here no matter what,” she said.

“OK follow me, stay one step behind me and step only where I step,” Mark instructed. “OK. We are ready,” Mark called back.

Mark got up slowly, he moved forward, careful to test each step before he moved on, he felt Leslie right behind him. There was just enough light coming from the opening they could see forward, but anything beneath them was mostly lost in the darkness. Suddenly he felt Leslie slip behind him and let out a scream of pain.

“What happened?” Mark asked turning to her quickly.

“My foot,” she screamed. “I cut my foot!” 

“OK try to sit down, let's take a look,” Mark tried to stay calm he could tell Leslie was on the verge of hysterics. He carefully elevated her foot, so he could get a better look. It was cut open with a deep gash and bleeding heavily. 

“We need a first aid kit,” the fireman yelled over his shoulder, a moment later he had one passed to him and he climbed through the debris with it.

“Is it bad?” Leslie asked through the tears.

“You'll need stitches,” Mark replied. Helped by the fireman he pulled bandages out and wrapped her foot tightly to stop the bleeding.

“She can't walk,” Mark spoke the obvious.

“Mark, is it? You go through,” the fireman instructed. “Once you are through, I'll carry her as far as I can, then hand her off over that last pile of debris to you if that's OK? It's only a few feet to the exit and then a whole crew is waiting for you.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Mark agreed.  He started his way through the debris again. The fireman waited for him to clear the most difficult part and then proceeded with Leslie in his arms. 

“OK, my dear,” the fireman said gently to Leslie. “I need you to take just one step towards Mark and then he will carry you the rest of the way. Can you do that?” Leslie nodded with a sob.

She stood on her good foot and with the fireman supporting her and lifting her over the debris pile, she leaned forward into Mark’s arms. Mark quickly grabbed her and lifted her up. She wrapped her arms tight around his neck and he carried her the rest of the way. As he exited the tunnel, there was an eruption of cheering. The sunlight was overwhelming at first and Leslie hid her face in his shoulder to shield her eyes from the light. Mark squinted against the light and within seconds he felt people surround them. Someone took Leslie from his arms while someone else helped support him as he made his way to a medical tent. He didn't realize it, but a reporter had taken a picture of him with Leslie in his arms just as they emerged from the rubble of the building. The headlines later read Mark Bailey, Husband of Murder Victim, Saves the Lives of Harvest Food’s Corporate Executive Team. 
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Liam

When Liam woke on Saturday morning it took a few minutes for him to get his bearings and realize that the nightmare of the day before had happened.  He wasn't in his own bed, that was the first thing he realized. He was in a bed, in a small room in a cottage, in the middle of a forest. The second thing he realized was that his body was aching from the fight he had been in.  Although Liam wasn't a stranger to bruises, this time his throat was sore and swollen from being choked to unconsciousness. His nose had been broken, which had given him two black eyes, and his head was aching. He had been punched in the gut and was thrown down the side of a cliff, which rebroke his ribs that had barely healed. 

Liam was about to decide he would stay in bed for the next few days when he remembered why all of that had happened. Heather!  They had killed her!  He had been idiotic to believe they even had a chance of saving her. From what Jay had told them, she had likely been killed days before, even while Kevin was planning to meet with them.  Liam had known the chances to get Heather home safely were low, but he had to try, for Matt. But Heather was dead, Matt had killed her murderer, and now he was paying the price, he had snapped. He had shot Jack in the head and was dealing with the aftermath of killing another person.  Even if someone had deserved it as much as Jack, Matt had done it, he had looked Jack in the eyes and pulled the trigger. Jay had told Liam what Jack had said about Heather’s death, Liam understood how Matt would have snapped.

Then there was poor Grace. Jay had calmly told her that her mother was dead, he didn't share the details of how it happened, but Grace was devastated. She had cried all night in Amy’s arms. For an eight-year-old, it was too much to handle.  She cried for her Dad, although she didn't know that he was missing in a bombed city which was burning to the ground. Eventually, Amy took her to bed and stayed with her for the night. Liam tried to recall why and how Amy and Jay had found them. They had quickly tried to explain it, but with everything else that happened it seemed unimportant.  

Liam realized that he was the only one who knew where the flash drive was. Jack and Kevin had been so determined to get it back. He was curious, what was so important in that information, people had died for it?  Whatever it was, he needed to retrieve it from its hiding place. Slowly he got out of bed, since he had fallen asleep dressed, there was no need for him to go through the painful movements of trying to pull a shirt on. He walked out to the common area of the cottage and found Jay and Amy talking quietly at the kitchen table. They looked up at him as he approached. Amy gave him a sad smile.

“You look like shit, go back to bed,” Jay said.

Liam shook his head.  He wanted to reply but he knew it would hurt. He sat down next to Amy and quietly spoke to Jay.

“The flash drive,” Liam said in a harsh whisper. “I hid it.” He hoped that Jay would understand without having to say too much, it was too painful.

“Where is it?” Jay asked urgently. 

“In the forest,” Liam whispered back.

“OK, eat something and we will go get it,” Jay agreed.

Amy slid some toast and a large glass of cold water his way. He thanked her with a silent smile. She looked from him to Jay sitting across the table. 

“You both look like crap,” she said sadly. Jay also had a black eye, and his arm was bandaged from where he had been shot. He looked pale from exhaustion and loss of blood, as per his own advice, he should also have stayed in bed. 

Liam slowly munched on the toast, he needed to drink lots of water to help wash it down with his swollen throat. Amy saw him struggling and refilled his water. 

“Sorry I don’t have a smoothie drink or something easier for you to eat,” Amy apologized. 

Liam shrugged, and Amy reached for his hand and held it for a moment. She gave him another one of her sad beautiful smiles. Liam looked back at his water and toast, as he reminded himself again that Amy was his best friend’s girlfriend. When Liam looked up, he saw Jay staring at him and then Amy.

“Right. So, whenever you are ready,” Jay gave him an awkward look and got up from the table to head outside. 

Liam finished the water but gave up on the toast. He gave Amy another gracious smile and joined Jay outside. Liam pointed up the road and Jay understood to follow him. He liked Jay, not only because he had threatened to arrest his father, but he seemed like a decent guy, like the older brother, he wished his brothers would have been. They walked up the private road in silence. That trip had only taken seven minutes the day before, but now, with the injuries, it was a painful hike. Jay apologized, saying they should have taken the car, he was suffering too. Once they reached the gate, Liam led Jay up the road to where things had unfolded. He hesitated only slightly, but Jay noticed.

“I buried the bodies,” Jay explained. “And I parked their car at one of the dead ends. I didn’t want to trash it, it may be useful at some point. But I figured you guys didn’t need to see bodies lying around.”

“Thanks,” Liam whispered as he stared up the road. The day before he had seen a man shot right in front of his eyes. Liam shook the thought out of his mind and scanned the side of the road for the hiding place.  It took a few minutes for him to find the spot again, but eventually, he found the right rock and lifted it carefully. Underneath it, was the envelope that contained the report and flash drive that seemed to have extraordinary importance. He handed the envelope to Jay, who folded it and put it into his pocket. 

“One more thing,” Liam choked out and pointed up the road again. Jay followed as Liam wandered a little further up to the road until he saw a large red stain in the gravel, the place where Kevin had been killed. 

“What are you looking for?” Jay asked.

“Gun,” Liam answered motioning to the forest. Jack had grabbed his gun and tossed it into the forest. But it couldn’t be far, Liam headed into the brush and looked. Jay followed him, and they searched together for a few minutes until Liam found it lying softly in the leaves under a tree. He picked it up and made a grunting coughing sound in an attempt to call to Jay. Jay looked over and saw Liam holding the gun up, then he laughed.

“Sorry man, I don’t mean to laugh, but you sound like a mating seal,” Jay said walking over to him. Liam laughed silently, a good chirp wasn’t lost on him even if it was at his expense. 

“Well, you should know from your last date,” Liam choked out with much effort, but it was worth the pain. The insult back caught Jay by surprise, when he registered what Liam had said, he laughed hard. Liam grinned at Jay, he was starting to like him. He offered the gun to Jay, who waved it off.

“You hang on to it. But make sure it’s locked up, so Grace can’t get to it by accident. Or Matt.” Jay added quickly.

Liam nodded, he understood, Matt was off, that was the best way to think of it. When Jay left to get Amy from her hiding spot the previous night, Matt had gone nuts. Jay had taken hours to return, and Matt’s response had been unreasonable. He had accused Jay of many things, including having an agenda with Amy. 

Liam now realized part of Jay’s delay was due to him cleaning up the mess from the confrontation. He had buried two bodies by himself, while he had a bullet in his arm. As far as Liam was concerned, Jay was cool. The guy had driven two hundred kilometres to save them. If he hadn't shown up when he had, Liam would have a bullet in his head and Matt and Grace would also be dead. Sure, it was odd that Amy was with him, and that part hadn't been explained yet, but what did it matter?  But that was the one thing that Matt harped on. Matt was a loose cannon all night, even after Amy and Jay returned. He would be silent for long periods of time and then suddenly have an outburst over something someone said.  The strangest thing was, he did nothing to help console Grace. That was how Liam knew Matt was off, he had stopped caring about his little sister. 

They headed back to the cottage, the short walk had exhausted him, and Jay wasn’t looking much better. When they got back to the cottage Jay took a seat in one of the Muskoka chairs on the porch and Liam joined him in the next one. Jay pulled out the envelope and opened it. He carefully placed the flash drive on the side table and then he unfolded the report and read it. The report was only a few pages long, but Jay read it and re-read it several times. After about the fourth time Liam gave him a questioning look. 

“Yeah, it’s bad,” Jay said answering the question Liam couldn’t ask. Jay folded the paper back into his pocket, sat back in his chair again and closed his eyes.

“Later,” he said. “I’m wiped.” 

Liam couldn’t agree more, he leaned back and watched the lake in front of them. It was hard to imagine that everything that had happened the day before had happened in such a peaceful place. 

Suddenly Liam felt his phone vibrating in his pocket, a second later, Jay’s phone was also buzzing. They both pulled their phones out of their pockets and looked at them in confusion. The cell networks had been down for over twenty-four hours. They had almost gotten used to the idea that they were disconnected. 

“My phone is working again,” Amy said walking out to the porch to join them.

“Ours too,” Jay said. “I'm going to try to make a call.” He got up and headed towards the road, so they couldn't overhear. 

Liam went through the text messages which were rapidly filling his inbox. They had all been backlogged in the system and were now being delivered in bulk.  There were several sent from Amy, trying to warn them about Kevin. The rest were from Mark and his girlfriend, Emily, sent much earlier Thursday morning.

“Is Matt up yet?” Liam stifled out.

“Not yet, both he and Grace are still sleeping,” Amy answered. She had taken Jay’s seat and was going through her messages.

Liam wanted to send a message to Mark, but he wasn't sure what to say. He needed to wait for Matt before he could respond. He would not say anything to Matt's Dad without Matt's approval first.

Amy let out a sigh beside him while she was reading her text. 

“My parents are OK,” she said. “I sent a text about my grandmother.”

“What happened to your grandmother?” Liam asked.

“Oh, wow, yeah, I guess we haven't told you,” Amy paused, and Liam noted the we, she had used. “I was on my way to pick up my grandma and head out of town, just like my parents had planned for me. But I was in an accident. My car got totalled and I hit my head,” Amy waved at her forehead where the medical tape was holding together a gash just over her eye. “Lucky for me Jay saw the accident and came to my rescue. He took me over to my grandma’s place, but when we got there,” she stopped talking and started to cry. Liam took her hand in his, he could guess what was coming next. “She had killed herself,” Amy blurted out. “I was going to go find my parents, but then Jay received the messages about the evacuation and Heather’s death. I had to tell him about your plans, he decided he would come after you guys, so I convinced him to bring me along.”

“That probably wasn't too hard to do,” Matt said suddenly from the door. Neither Liam nor Amy had noticed he had joined them. Liam subtly let go of Amy's hand, but he saw Matt glaring at them. 

“I just threatened to follow him, I didn't give him much choice in the matter,” Amy responded coolly. She had been very patient with Matt's mood swings the last twelve hours. 

“So why did it take almost twenty-four hours to get here?” Matt questioned.

“The traffic was crazy,” Amy said. “And once we did arrive at the lake, we had no idea where you were. It was too dark to see anything, we just kept getting lost. So, we parked and waited until we had sunlight to see where we were.”

“Where did you stay the night then?” Matt continued to grill her.

“We were on the other side of the lake,” she said pointing across the lake in the general direction of where they had parked.

“Sorry, I guess I should rephrase my question, where did you sleep?” Matt was sounding angry again. 

“In the back of Jay’s car,” Amy said quietly.

“Sounds like a cozy option,” Matt said and walked back into the cottage.

Amy started to cry, Liam stood up and pulled her into his arms. 

“I just want to help,” she sobbed.

“I know,” he replied. “Give him time.” He held her close until she calmed down.

“Thank you,” she said slowly pulling away. She gently reached up and touched his face. “Your poor face,” she said sadly. She held her hand there for a moment longer and then turned and went inside.

“Is she OK?” Jay asked standing just off to the side of the porch.

“Matt's being a jerk,” Liam said, wondering what Jay had seen and heard.

“About what?” Jay asked coming back to sit down.

“Right now, you.”

“What? Are you serious?” Jay said shocked.

“He wasn't impressed with your sleeping arrangements for Thursday night,” Liam explained. His throat was killing him, he didn't want to keep talking, especially about this.

Jay sighed deeply. “Nothing happened, besides being too young for me, she’s a very scared girl dealing with her own nightmares which no one is considering, and I would never take advantage of that.”

“She told me about the accident and her grandma,” Liam said.

“Yeah, that was only part of it,” Jay replied but didn't elaborate. “Right now, it looks like things have the potential of getting a lot worse before they get better. If that’s true, no one is going to come out of this even close to OK, Liam. We can't forget who our friends are.”

Liam considered what Jay said and wondered what he had meant by Amy telling him only part of it.  What else had she been through? What else could have happened in the day and a half they had been apart? The answer was everything.  Lives were lost, cities were bombed, people were missing, and communication was down.

“Did you find anything out?” Liam asked, referring to Jay’s phone call.

“I reached Carson, for a few minutes before we got cut off,” he replied. “They still have the city and surrounding towns under evacuation. So far only the city has been attacked. He wasn't clear on what the situation there was, but the damage was extensive.”

“Mark? Did you try to reach him?” Liam asked feeling guilty for not doing it himself.

“Yeah, the phone didn't connect. I sent a text, but no reply yet.” Then Jay quickly added. “But cell service is still choppy at best.”

Liam had the feeling Jay was holding something back. Before he could ask more, Grace came to join them.

“Can I sit with you?” she asked Liam, who nodded. She sat on his lap, wrapped her small arms around his neck and rested her head on his shoulder. Liam held her close and was hit with an overwhelming feeling of guilt. He realized how stupid he and Matt had been to trust Kevin, but he never considered how he would feel if something had happened to Grace. He was suddenly angry with himself for putting Grace at risk. Matt and Liam had been friends for over a decade.  He remembered when Grace had been born, she was like a kid sister to him. Liam promised himself that he would do everything he could going forward to protect this kid.

“Matt’s being a jerk,” she said sadly to Liam.

“What’s he doing?” Liam asked.

“I don’t know. He won't talk to me, he’s being rude to Amy, it's like he doesn't care about,” she started to cry. Liam knew what she meant to say, it was like he didn't care about what happened to their mother. 

“He's sad too Gracie,” Liam said quietly. “We’ll try to help him, but I promise, I'm here for you, OK?” She nodded, her face buried in his chest. 

Amy came out to join them. Her eyes were red, and it was clear she had been crying too. 

“I spoke to my mom,” she said to Jay. “I told her about my grandma, she'll have someone go by there when she can. Everything sounds crazy there. People who stayed started to loot, the police are working 24/7 and the hospitals are packed.” She looked at Jay, “do you need to go back?”

“Probably,” he shrugged. “But not yet.”

Amy looked relieved, she sat down on the porch letting her legs swing over the edge. Liam watched her, amazed by her strength. Jay was right, she had her nightmares to deal with, but she continued to support everyone else and asked for nothing in return. She was worried about her parents, who were still stuck in a town, that was under an evacuation order, being looted and could be attacked at any moment.  But she was dealing with it on her own and didn’t share her burden.

Matt opened the door and joined them. He looked tired, his eyes had dark shadows under them.  He frowned at Liam when he saw Grace sitting with him.  Liam wasn’t sure why Matt would be upset that he was consoling Grace when he had no intention to. He waited to see if Matt would go off on him like he had the previous night, but Matt seemed a little calmer. 

“Phones are working again, kind of,” Jay said to Matt. 

“Yeah, I noticed,” Matt said taking a seat next to Amy on the porch, Liam noticed Amy shied away from him.

“Did you call Dad?” Grace asked.

“I tried,” Matt said. “I couldn't get through.” Grace sucked in a sob and Liam held her tighter.

“It means nothing right now Grace,” Jay said. “The cell service is only working some of the time.  We will keep trying. I'm sure he will call or text as soon as he can.”
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