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  Foreword

  
  







For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a deep interest in preparedness, not out of fear, but out of awareness. My military training instilled that in me back in the mid-70s. The world we live in today is more connected, more dependent, and more vulnerable than ever before. With every passing year, the systems we rely on, electricity, banking, communications, become more fragile, more vulnerable, their failure more catastrophic, and it doesn’t take much imagination anymore to picture what could happen if it all went dark.

Grid Down was born from that thought.

This book is fiction, yes, but it’s rooted in a reality that grows more possible by the day. One keystroke, one cyber command, one high-altitude EMP could bring entire nations to their knees. And when that happens, when the grid actually fails, the world as we know it doesn’t just flicker and reboot. It collapses completely.

In this story, I follow a family in New Zealand as they navigate a new world plunged into darkness and lawlessness. Their journey isn’t just one of survival, it’s one of transformation. When systems fail, when safety nets vanish, we are left with only what we’ve prepared for, and who we truly are.

I wrote Grid Down not to predict the future, but to spark a question in you, the reader: What if this happened tomorrow? Would you be ready? Would your family?

Don’t discount the state of the world. We are closer to a mass disruption than we like to admit. Whether through a cyberattack, EMP strike, or cascading systems failures, the truth remains: your preparedness, or lack of it, could be the difference between life and death.

This book is for those who think ahead. For those who feel the pulse of the world and wonder how long the lights will stay on. And for those who believe that in the darkest times, the human spirit can still shine. “Where there is light, there is hope. And it is light that guides us.”

Peter Unstead
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Introduction: “The Year the Lights Died”

In the spring of 2025, the world blinked, and the lights never came back on.

It began in late January with an announcement no one truly believed at first. The President of the United States, flanked by economic advisors and military generals, declared sweeping tariffs against over 120 nations in order to make America wealthy again! The justification was vague, something about national resilience, economic rebalancing of the currency, protecting domestic industries and increasing jobs. But the message beneath it was clear: America was closing its gates to the rest of the world.

The retaliation was swift.

China was brutal in response and a battle of words and retaliatory tariffs ensued. It was East against West as testosterone oozed from world leaders as they beat their chests trying to outdo and out-threaten each other. What they didn’t see was the harmful effect it was having on the world economy as shipping slowed down, stocks on shelves in shops dwindled and people became increasingly angry and scared. The Tariff War had begun and in the dark corners of the world hidden from all the commotion, evil forces were at work as they utilised the timing and opportunity to release the worst cyberattacks the world had ever witnessed.

Europe was hit first. Spain and Portugal were plunged into complete darkness within days, power grids sabotaged, data centres shutdown, entire cities silenced. Trains stopped on tracks, hospitals ran on dwindling generator power, and the once-vibrant squares of Madrid and Lisbon turned eerily quiet by night. Elsewhere across the EU, chaos rippled. France rationed fuel and electricity. Germany declared Martial law. London’s financial district became a ghost town almost overnight as computerisation ceased to exist.

Over the months that followed, the cyber war moved west like a spreading virus, crisscrossing the globe. Canada fell into blackout, then the U.S. itself, despite its bravado, began to buckle. Infrastructure collapsed not with bombs, but with the quiet death of electrical circuits and failing machine code. Gas pumps came to a standstill, bank accounts were inaccessible, ATMs shut down and satellite signals went out one by one.

By the end of June, the digital collapse had reached the Pacific. Australia teetered for a few weeks into July before its government eventually fell silent. The Kiwis in New Zealand held out a bit longer, protected by distance and oceans, but not immunity. Even paradise had its breaking point.

This is where our story begins. A story about a family of five ordinary people, tossed into turmoil just like billions around the world. A new world they had never experienced in generations before them, began to emerge, change was imminent if survival was the primary objective. Meet the Morrisons, a grandfather, father, mother and two children, one girl and a younger boy.
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“A family unit on the brink of survival”

Far enough from the panic of Auckland or the coastal evacuation routes, in a modest lifestyle block on the edge of a rural town, the Morrison family sat in uneasy silence. Their battery-powered radio had just gone dead. The internet died three days ago. No power, no news, no connection to the outside world. Things that had been taken for granted on a daily basis, were now obsolete. The more they thought about their situation, the clearer it became, and the growing certainty among the family was that this wasn’t temporary.

It was Lee Morrison, a retired IT specialist, war veteran, and family patriarch, who finally broke the silence. A man of few words, he now stood before his children and grandkids with the grave stillness of someone who had seen this all before, just in a different perspective and under a different flag.

“It’s begun,” he said, his voice low but steady. “And it’s not going to stop. Not for a while.”

Lee was a Prepper, and he had stockpiled all the necessities he thought he might need in a crisis situation. He glanced at the woodpile he’d spent years building, the shelves of canned food he’d quietly stocked, and the dusty wooden box under the floorboards, heavy with silver pieces, heavier now with meaning.

“The world as we knew it is gone,” Lee continued. “Every choice we make now shapes our chances of surviving what’s ahead.”

Lee’s words hung in the heavy air of the living room, settling into the quiet like dust.

Jack, Lee’s eldest son-in-law, leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped tightly together. At forty-six, Jack still carried the frame of the man he had once been, broad-shouldered, steady, dependable. Years of working as a construction manager had given him a mind for structure and systems, but fatherhood had softened his edges. His face, usually calm and methodical, now wore a deep furrow between his brows.

Beside him sat Sarah, Lee’s daughter, her hand resting gently atop Jack’s knotted fists. Sarah was the anchor of the family, sharp-minded and quietly strong, with the kind of grace that nurses develop after years of holding lives together during emergencies. Strands of loose hair framed her tired but determined eyes, and even in the dim light, she radiated a calming presence that her children leaned into instinctively.

Emma, their sixteen-year-old daughter, lounged in the armchair opposite, her long legs tucked underneath her. Sharp-witted and independent, Emma had inherited Jack’s critical thinking but paired it with a teenager’s restless spirit. Her dark hair was pulled into a messy braid, and the battered drone controller resting on the arm of her chair hinted at the modern tools she had already begun re purposing for any survival scenarios.

On the floor, cross-legged and hunched over a collection of small circuit boards, was Luke, their twelve-year-old son. If Emma was the fighter, Luke was the fixer, the boy whose bright blue eyes lit up at the sight of anything broken, as if the universe had presented him with another puzzle to solve. His latest project, an old CB radio of Lee’s, scavenged from the garage, lay disassembled before him.

Lee looked at each of them in turn, his blood, his legacy, and he felt a mixture of pride and sorrow.

“This isn’t the end of the world,” he said, his voice rough but steady. “But it’s the end of the world as we know it.”

The fire crackled in the hearth, throwing shifting shadows against the walls. For a long moment, nobody spoke. The Morrison family simply sat together, deep in thought, breathing in the weight of the future they could no longer avoid.




Lee settled back into his chair, the old wood groaning beneath him. He took a breath, letting the crackle of the fire fill the room for a moment longer before he began. Taking a deep sip of his neat Scotch Whiskey, he savoured the gulp allowing it to fire up his taste buds. He started to speak slowly.

“This didn’t just happen overnight guys,” he said, his voice low, almost conspiratorial. “It’s been building for years. The world has been living on promises and printed fake fiat money for decades. Global trade, shipping, cheap Chinese goods, it’s all been held together by trust and debt. And now, that trust has been broken, and the world’s financial system has collapsed.”

Jack leaned forward, listening intently. Sarah tightened her grip on Jack’s hand.

“When the U.S. pulled the trigger with those tariffs,” Lee continued, “it was like lighting a fuse on a powder keg. Other countries couldn’t just take it lying down. They fought back the only way they could, hitting supply chains, hitting communications, hitting power grids.”

Emma shifted nervously in her seat, hugging a pillow to her chest. Luke stopped fiddling with his radio and looked up, wide-eyed.

“But surely… the government will fix it, right Grandpa?” Emma asked, her voice cracking slightly. “They’ll bring the power back? The internet?”

Lee gave a small, sad smile. “Maybe, eventually. But don’t count on it for now. Think about it, without power, without computers, how do they, the government, even organise a response? No one knows who’s attacking who. It’s not soldiers in uniforms or boots on the ground this time sweetheart, it’s all anonymous. It’s… shadows operating down fibre optics.”

Luke bit his lip. “What about school? And my friends? How will we know if they’re okay?”

Sarah moved quickly, gathering Luke into her arms. Jack’s face darkened with the same question, but he stayed silent.

Lee’s eyes softened. “We’ll find ways to stay in touch with folks nearby. Battery-operated CB radios will be key. Word of mouth. But Luke… a lot of people are scared right now. Some will stay kind. Others…” He let the thought hang there, unfinished. “That’s why we have to stay ready. Stay smart.”

The fire popped loudly as a log exploded, the gas seeping out into the flames making Emma jump.

“So, what do we do?” Emma asked, her voice steadier now. “What’s our plan?”

Lee sat up straighter, his energy changing, shifting from storytelling to strategy.

“We tighten up here. We secure what we have. We ration everything, food, water, batteries. We start thinking about what we can trade, we have a small stash of silver that will work as money, we have skills, maybe information for sale. We don’t trust just anyone. And we stay invisible for as long as we can. If people know we have supplies, they’ll come knocking as they run out.”

Jack nodded grimly. Sarah stroked Luke’s hair, whispering reassurances he barely heard.

Lee’s gaze swept across them all, his family, his tribe.

“As of right now, we are not waiting for someone to come save us,” he said. “We’re saving ourselves. Our reliance is no longer on the authorities, we rely on our family.”

Outside, the rain hammered harder against the roof, a relentless drumbeat against the growing silence of a collapsing world.

And deep in the night, the last lights of the town finally winked out, one by one, until there was nothing but darkness.

It was a long and restless night for the Morrisons, the main road past their property was silent, no more traffic and therefore no sound.




Morning came without fanfare.

The usual sounds of birdsong were there, but no hum of distant traffic on SH16, no morning radio crackle, no soft buzz of electricity behind the walls. Just silence, and the low whistle of wind moving through the eaves.

The Morrison family hadn’t truly slept that night. They’d drifted in and out of restless dozing, each one haunted by the weight of Lee’s words. The old man, however, was already outside before dawn, chopping wood like it was any other day. The rhythmic thud of axe meeting log was the first sign the day had begun.

Inside, Jack stirred the embers of the fire, adding kindling with mechanical precision. Sarah poured boiled rainwater into a tin cup of oats, stirring it slowly. Emma sat on the floor, surrounded by notebooks, sketching a crude map of the property. Luke was still bundled in blankets, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, headphones in but connected to nothing but static.

“Alright,” Jack said, standing up and stretching his back. “Let’s get started.”

Lee came in from outside, wiping his hands on an old towel. “First step is knowing exactly what we’ve got, and what we haven’t.”

They gathered in the kitchen, and Lee placed a clipboard and pen on the table like a commander reviewing battlefield logistics. Jack opened the pantry, Sarah the bathroom cupboards, and Emma went to the shed. Luke was finally stirred to action, sent to the garage to count 12-volt car batteries and fuel cans.

Within an hour, the reality of their situation was clearer than any news report could have delivered.

“Food for maybe six weeks, if we stretch it,” Sarah said, reading from her list. “Tinned beans, rice, pasta, some powdered milk, freeze-dried soup packets. The freezer is useless now, what’s left will need to be cooked today or tomorrow.”

“Our water is okay for now,” Jack added. “The tanks are full, but we’ll need to purify everything we collect from the roof. With no electricity, there is no way to filter the water through our filtration plant as the pumps don’t work. We’ve got strainers, tablets and we can obviously boil water with fire. We should rotate through all three methods the best way we can.”

“Three solar panels,” Emma said. “Small ones, about 100 watts total but enough to charge radios, torches, and my drone… and maybe some handheld devices. But they won’t power things like the fridge, freezer, not even close.”

Luke came back in, clutching a jerry can. “We’ve got five of these with twenty litres of petrol in each,” he said proudly. “And five full 9kg gas bottles.”

Lee nodded approvingly, but his voice was flat. “That’s not bad, for now. But the moment others realise the grid’s not coming back, this town will drain itself dry pretty quickly. Fuel, food, medicine will all be gone within days.”

Jack turned toward him. “We need to know what’s happening out there.”

“We do,” Lee agreed. “But I’m not sending the whole family out. Jack, you and Emma head into town. Take my Ute. Keep your heads down. No trading, no giving away what we’ve got and no answering questions about our situation. Just gather intel, what’s working, what’s not, and who’s already getting desperate. See if you can pinpoint anyone we may know who could help, or be trouble for us.”

Emma stood, her sketchbook clutched to her side. “If the satellites are still working, I can send the drone up. Get an aerial scan of the town before we go in.”

Lee raised an eyebrow, impressed despite himself. “Good thinking. Do it.”

As Emma disappeared out the back with her gear, Luke tugged at Sarah’s sleeve.

“Mum… is this gonna be forever?” he asked, voice trembling.

She crouched beside him, brushing a curl from his forehead. “I don’t know, sweetheart. But we’re all together and that’s all that matters for now.”

Jack returned, slinging an empty backpack over one shoulder. “We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Lee watched them go, his weathered face unreadable. He turned back to the kitchen, running his fingers along the edge of the table.

This old house had stood through storms, droughts, even earthquakes. But what was coming wasn’t nature, it was man-made, and far harder to predict.

He muttered to himself as he walked back outside.

“The storm’s just beginning.”




The Ute started on the third try.

The engine coughed and spluttered, then finally roared to life, an almost unnatural sound in the new silence of the world. Jack let it idle for a moment, hands steady on the wheel, listening for anything unusual. Emma climbed into the passenger seat next to him, her drone pack slung across her chest, a solar charger clipped to the strap.

“Got the drone ready,” she said. “The batteries are weak, but it should work for a few hundred metres. I’ll launch it when we’re closer.”

Jack nodded, shifting the Ute into gear. “We don’t stop unless we have to. Keep your eyes open. And let me do the talking. Stay with me always and don’t wander off, okay?”

Emma gave a dry smirk. Jack almost smiled at her, but didn’t. “Different rules now.”

They pulled out onto the gravel road, the tyres crunching over loose stone. Fields on either side rolled out, golden and silent, dotted with sheep that had no idea the world had changed. The power lines overhead sagged like broken ribs, useless and now forgotten.

As they neared the outskirts of town, Jack pulled the Ute over to the side of the road and Emma launched the drone.

It buzzed upward like an insect, zipping into the grey sky. Her eyes stayed glued to the small screen. The live feed stuttered, then stabilized.

“I’m seeing the petrol station… Jesus Dad.”

“What is it?” Jack asked, eyes flicking from the road to the drone.

“It’s been torched,” Emma said. “Looks recent too. The roof’s gone… still smoking.”

Jack tightened his grip on the steering wheel. “Keep looking.”

They drove in silence for a few more minutes. Fewer cars on the road now, mostly abandoned without fuel, some with doors hanging open, others already stripped for parts. A charred delivery van sat on its side in a ditch, half-covered in the tall uncut grass.

It had been about a week since they last ventured into town and the change was dramatic. The town centre was even worse.

The Square, usually sleepy and friendly, was filled with people. Not crowds or clusters. Quiet groups gathered outside the closed supermarket, peering in through the windows hoping for any sign of life inside. A few sat beside makeshift signs offering goods: “Painkillers for canned food”… “Batteries wanted”… “Will trade diesel.”

Jack pulled over behind an empty bus shelter, cutting the engine. They sat quietly in the cab observing the view in front of them.

“No uniforms,” he muttered, scanning the streets. “No police presence. No council. So no one is running the show.”

“Just people,” Emma said, her voice low. “So who’s in charge then?” she whispered.

One man stood on a corner yelling at another over a generator, voices echoing down the street. A teenage girl held a hand-written flyer: “Radio group meeting at dusk. North Ridge Farm. All welcome.” It was the only attempt at order Jack had seen.

Emma kept watching the drone’s feed in her lap. “I’ve got the pharmacy in view. Looks like they’ve barricaded the door with a shelving unit. Someone spray-painted NO CREDIT across the glass.”

Jack glanced at her. “People are scared Hun. That’s when things turn ugly.”

They watched in silence as two men began arguing over a jerrycan near the library. One pushed the other. No punches thrown, yet.

Jack reached into the glove box and pulled out a small black pellet gun, checking the gas cylinder before slipping it into his coat.

Emma stared at it. “Dad!”

“Just in case Hun.”

They stepped out into the chilled morning air. Jack grabbed a notebook and a pen.

“Come on. Let’s see what’s left, and who’s still talking.”

As they crossed into the town square, all eyes seemed to follow them. Not suspicious. Not hostile. Just desperate looks.

Emma held close to her father, her heart pounding. This wasn’t just a supply run. It was a glimpse into the world her grandfather had warned them about.

The world that no longer worked by any rules.




Jack led the way through the square, scanning faces with the cautious eye of a man used to reading rooms quickly. Some he recognised, they were neighbours, shopkeepers, parents from Luke’s school. But something had changed behind their eyes. Fear, yes, but something else too. Calculation.

A small group was gathered near the community bulletin board, which now looked more like a survival noticeboard. Tacked-up handwritten notes flapped in the breeze: “Boil water advisory,” “Trade: antibiotics for petrol” and a scribbled line that simply read, “Stay safe. Stay alert.”

A familiar voice called out.

“Jack? Is that you?”

Jack turned to see Brian Keller, the town’s hardware store owner, approaching. He looked thinner than Jack remembered from the last time he saw him, his clothes looser, his beard unkempt. But his eyes were still sharp.

“Didn’t expect to see you down here,” Brian said, lowering his voice. “You folks alright out on the block?”

“We’re holding up,” Jack replied carefully. “Came to see how things are going in town.”

Brian nodded toward the boarded-up shops. “Depends on who you ask. Some are trading, some are hoarding. No one’s buying or selling. Money’s useless now, banks are shut, ATM’s down, no one wants paper money anymore. What you have in your hands, that’s what gets you things.”

He glanced at Emma, who kept her gaze low, one hand still on her drone controller. Jack followed Brian’s gaze and took the hint.

“We’re not here to trade right now Brian,” Jack said. “Just looking, testing the scene.”

Brian pulled a small cloth pouch from his coat pocket and opened it discreetly, two silver one-ounce coins, shining faintly in his palm.

“Silver gets you all your basics, bread etc. Gold, if you have, might get you more, like fuel or even a car with a full tank of petrol, if you find someone willing to part with it. No rules anymore, Jack. Just needs.”

Jack kept his voice even. “Is that why the petrol station’s gone?”

Brian didn’t answer right away. His mouth twisted into a frown. “Someone lit it up last night. I think it was an argument over fuel. Nobody’s owned up. Doesn’t matter now, does it? It’s all gone, poof!”

He leaned in slightly. “Word is, some folks are talking about a new organisation. Setting rules. Protection in exchange for supplies. Like a council, but with guns and other weapons. If that starts up… then we’ve got a different kind of problem.”

Jack’s jaw tightened. “Protection rackets, Mafioso style.”

“Maybe,” Brian said. “Maybe not. But you know how people get when they’re hungry.”

Emma looked up, her face pale. “Has anyone… hurt anyone else yet?”

Brian’s eyes lingered on her a moment, then shifted back to Jack. “Not yet. But it’s getting close. People are angry, they want answers but no one can give them answers. The government’s gone, no sign of them for days now. If they were still around, we would have seen, heard something. That’s why these groups are starting up and taking over, feeding off the weak.”

A pause.

“If you’ve got food, keep it quiet. If you’ve got a well, then hide it, and if you’ve got people to protect…” He trailed off, then gave Jack a look that said enough.

“Get some real firepower to protect your family if you can. Watch your back mate.”

Jack gave a stiff nod and motioned to Emma. “Come on Hun. We’ve seen enough.”

As they turned to leave, a distant sound echoed across the square, an engine, fast and loud, coming from the east. People in the square stopped and stared. A moment later, a black Ute truck sped past the intersection, three men in the back holding hunting rifles.

Jack and Emma ducked behind a van, out of sight of the men.

The truck didn’t stop.

But everyone saw it.

And no one said a word.




The drive back to the lifestyle block felt longer.

Jack kept one hand on the wheel, the other resting near the pellet gun in his jacket. He knew he would have to replace that at some stage soon, with something more substantial, a rifle or a shotgun maybe. He would have to chat to Lee and see what they needed to do in order to buy a weapon that would keep them safe. If the law wasn’t coming to help them, then gun laws no longer existed, and it was every man or woman for themselves.

His eyes scanned the rear view mirror every few seconds, watching for dust trails or headlights. The road behind them remained empty, but unease pressed in like humidity before a storm.

Emma sat silently beside him, her drone now packed away, her eyes fixed on the passing trees. The town they had just left no longer felt like home. It felt… foreign. Changed. Stripped of its warmth, its rhythm. Like the bones of something that used to live. She shed a silent tear for the life she’d known just weeks ago, now all gone, like a distant star fading into space.

She finally broke the silence, wiping her eyes.

“Dad. Those men in the truck,” she said. “They weren’t just driving around, were they?”

“No,” Jack said. “They were sending a message and surveying their turf.”

Emma swallowed. “Do you… think they saw us?”

“I don’t think they saw us. But it doesn’t really matter, baby. We weren’t the only ones watching. People will remember the truck, not us. But next time… it could be different. We have to be extra careful from now on. We can’t trust anyone anymore.”

They passed the burned-out petrol station again, wisps of smoke still curling lazily into the morning sky. Emma reached into her pack and pulled out the map she’d drawn the night before, marking a fresh X over the station.

“That’s our closest petrol station gone,” she murmured.

Jack nodded grimly. “And it won’t be the last. Anything useful is going to vanish. Or be stolen, or fought over.”

As they left the outskirts of town and turned onto the gravel road toward their home, Jack slowed the Ute. He didn’t want to bring speed or noise near the house. Not anymore.

They pulled up just before the gate and stopped. Jack killed the engine. Silence fell again, too complete, too expectant.

They sat there a moment longer.

“You did good in town,” Jack said finally as he hugged her small frame. “You kept calm. You observed. That matters. I’m so proud of you Hun.”

Emma looked at him, smiled… her voice barely above a whisper. “They’re not going to fix this, are they Dad?”

Jack hesitated. “No. Not soon sweetheart. Maybe never. Who knows.”

Emma nodded, eyes dry now, but distant. “Then I guess we stop hoping someone will and do things ourselves.”

She opened the door and stepped out into the sharp afternoon air.

Back at the house, Lee stood on the porch watching them return. One hand on the railing, the other clutching his old field binoculars. He’d seen the smoke too.

As they approached, he met Jack’s eyes with a knowing look. He nodded towards the rising smoke.

“So, it’s started then?” he said.

Jack gave a single, grave nod.

“Yup, it has.”
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