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Chapter 1




Traffic around the airport was at a standstill. The radio said protests had shut down the roads into the terminal. Erick Wynn looked in his rearview mirror. He considered turning around and heading back home. But if he did not get on the plane, he might get fired.
His boss at the Ford Motor Company assembly plant in Chicago had insisted he fly down to Mexico to oversee the implementation of the new programming for the automated production system. Erick was furious since his wife was eight-and-a-half months pregnant, and he did not want to leave her alone.
If the project was so important to the company, why didn’t they hire competent people to run it?
A knock on Erick’s driver’s side window startled him.
“Move it,” the officer said and pointed his traffic wand toward the exit ramp.
Erick pulled ahead and exited the highway. He followed the line of cars winding its way through streets lined with warehouses that eventually led to a parking lot at Chicago O’Hare International Airport. Erick parked in the first slot he saw open and rushed to the terminal, only to find that all flights had been delayed. As he stood before the departure screen, he tried to remember the last time he had seen so many delayed or cancelled flights.
Erick reached into his pocket for his cell phone. He tapped his wife’s number and waited. Instant panic set in when Amy didn’t pick up. He left a message on her voicemail that his flight had been delayed, asked how she was for the hundredth time that day, and then pocketed his phone.
Empty seats were sparse, but he found one near an American Airlines customer service desk. Ten minutes passed, and Amy had not returned his call, so he dialed her mother’s number. Amy and her mother, Sharon, were close. When they weren’t together, they were on the phone with one another. That was too close in his opinion, but he wasn’t a pregnant woman, so he assumed that was the norm.
Erick wasn’t close to his mother—he had never been. His family was complicated. He was the only child to parents who never wanted children. He had been ten years old when his father left them. Erick’s mother blamed him. Most kids feel like it’s their fault when their parents divorce, he had been told, but Erick’s mother had explicitly accused him of being the cause of the divorce on numerous occasions.
Erick tried Amy’s number again, then Sharon’s. He was now truly panicked. He called Sharon’s work phone and only got her voicemail. He was in the middle of leaving a message, saying he couldn't reach Amy and was coming home, when the phone went dead. Erick removed the phone from his ear and stared at the black screen. He tried to power it up, but it acted as if it was dead.
It can’t be dead—it had a full charge.
Then the lights in the terminal went out. A collective groan rolled through the concourse. Erick stood and looked out the window. He didn’t know what he expected to see—a storm, tornado, something to explain the power being out.
“Don’t worry, the generators will turn on in a minute,” said the elderly gentlemen sitting next to him.
The man sat facing the window with his wife’s hand clutched in his lap. Erick pictured him and Amy at that age, flying off to visit their children and grandchildren.
“I wonder what knocked out the power this time? The weather was supposed to be clear today,” Erick said, turning toward the man.
“Probably those cyber hackers the news has been talking about all week,” the elderly man’s wife said, her voice soft and frail.
Erick’s throat tightened at the realization that hackers could have caused a blackout. He had heard talk about hackers on the news lately but dismissed it as media speculation. His buddy, Larry, had believed the reports, but Erick couldn’t see them as a real threat—until now. He had been more concerned about a coming economic collapse. The country’s debt was unsustainable, in his opinion, and he foresaw an economic collapse that would plunge the world into chaos. He had been preparing for such an event as a member of a local prepper group. Members of the group had been preparing for a variety of end-of-the-world scenarios, but Erick had found none of the others’ fears plausible.
He pictured the city’s last blackout and remembered the chaos it caused. His first instinct was to run to his car and race home, but he remembered that the streets surrounding the airport had been blocked with protestors. Racing anywhere was out of the question, even if he could get his car out of the parking lot.
“Shit. Now my phone is dead. I just freaking charged the damn thing too,” a woman sitting behind them cursed.
Erick instinctively checked his phone again. The same black screen greeted him instead of the usual picture of his pregnant wife. He stood and surveyed the terminal, towering over the heads of the other would-be passengers at six-feet-six inches tall. Erick reached down for the extended handle of his carry-on bag.
“I’ve got to get home,” Erick said.
“Good luck. Be safe out there,” the elderly man said.
“Thanks,” Erick said over his shoulder as he wheeled his bag toward the main concourse.
As he rushed around a corner, he ran right into two security officers. His carry-on bag went skidding away as he stumbled over the men’s feet. One officer steadied him as the other picked up his bag.
“Slow down there, man. Where are you rushing off to?” the officer asked.
“I need to get home to my wife.”
“Sorry, but no one is allowed to leave right now. We are on lockdown because of the power outage.”
“What? You can’t do that,” Erick said, taking his bag from the other officer.
“It is a standard protocol. If you’ll go back to your gate and wait, we should have power restored shortly. You can get your flight rescheduled if you need to,” the officer said, leading Erick back toward the gate.
Erick complied, even though that was the last thing he wanted to do. If they locked the doors, he could not leave, anyway. He felt trapped. He pictured Amy giving birth at home—alone. His greatest fear was that she would be alone when she went into labor. He’d promised her he would not let that happen. He’d even scheduled vacation days for the whole week before and after her due date.
He checked his watch. Sharon would be staying with Amy while he was away, but she wouldn’t arrive at their home until after work.
She’s not alone. The neighbors are right next door. The hospital is three miles from our house. They have backup generators. If Amy goes into labor early, one of the neighbors will drive her to the hospital. It will be fine. Just chill out. Don’t overreact.
He returned to his seat next to the elderly couple.
“Change your mind?” the man asked.
“They said they locked the doors because of the power outage. I have to wait on the generators to kick on, I guess,” Erick said.
Erick fidgeted in his seat. He stood and walked up and down the terminal and returned again to his seat. After waiting thirty more minutes without the generator kicking on, Erick was getting the feeling that something more than a power outage had occurred. It was looking more and more like a cyberattack or an electromagnetic pulse had taken down the power grid.
The passengers in the terminal had slowly turned from impatient to panicked during the time the lights had been off.
He watched as an angry man in a sport coat and trousers attempted to climb onto the American Airlines customer service counter. The terrified woman behind the desk had her back pressed against the wall as far from the out-of-control passenger as possible. Two men grabbed the man by his arms, holding him back away from the frightened woman.
“Why can’t you tell us what the hell is going on? My flight was supposed to leave three hours ago. Now the lights are out, and it is freaking hot as hell in here,” another passenger yelled at the petite woman.
“My cell phone isn’t working. I need to use a phone,” another passenger called out.
Erick stepped forward and held up an arm.
“Listen up, folks. All this yelling and getting aggressive with customer service is not going to get us answers that the woman clearly does not have.”
“Well, someone sure as hell better start explaining pretty damn fast,” the man in the sport coat barked.
“Look around you. It is a chaotic mess in here. It’s not just American Airlines flights that are delayed. No planes have taken off or landed here since the lights went out. The power is out, and something has disrupted cell…”
An explosion rattled the building. The cockpit of an airliner skidded down the runway outside the terminal, punctuated by an ear-piercing sound of metal on concrete. Erick turned to face the window. He stared at the burning wreckage of the plane on the tarmac. A second plane dropped from the sky in flames, scattering itself onto the runway in pieces. The people by the window panicked and ran toward the main concourse.
Erick backed away from the scene. The interior of the terminal was dark. The only light came from the windows where a surreal show of flames and black smoke cast long shadows toward the center of the terminal.
Erick thought of Amy. He worried that if she saw the images of crashed planes on the news, it would freak her out. He patted his pocket. He had already checked his cell phone half-a-dozen times. He doubted anything had changed in the last five minutes, but he pulled it out anyway. The cell phone screen was black, and the power still would not come on.
He slid it back into his pocket, grabbed the handle of his carry-on bag, and ran with a group of passengers toward the main concourse. Erick stopped when he saw a group of security officers running toward one of the other terminals.
He looked over his shoulder. Fighting had broken out between angry passengers and another security team was doing their best to break up the group. They shoved a young girl with curly red hair to the floor. She was at risk of being trampled by the group. Her frightened eyes locked onto his, and her fear seemed to bore into his soul. He pictured his own daughter alone and scared.
He released his grip on his suitcase and sprinted over to the child. He reached down and scooped her up just before two men crashed to the floor where she had been. He shoved the girl forward just before someone pushed him from behind causing him to go crashing to the floor. Someone stepped on Erick’s left hand when he attempted to push himself to his feet. Then a security officer tumbled backwards into Erick, pushing him back to the floor and knocking the wind out of him. Erick sat up and tried to catch his breath.
“Everyone down on your knees, now! Do it now! I will tase you,” a security officer yelled, his taser pointed at the crowd.
Erick looked around, and all the officers had their tasers drawn. He complied with their demands and lay prone on the cold floor. He obeyed their command to extend his arms and spread his legs. With his face pressed against the floor, he could see the burly man next to him resisting an officer’s attempt to put cuffs on his wrists.
He felt a knee in his back, knocking the breath from him once more.
“Place your right hand behind your back,” the officer said, placing his hand on Erick’s wrist.
Erick complied.
Erick lay there with his hands cuffed behind his back, watching, as one-by-one the officers handcuffed several fellow travelers.
“Now, here is what we are going to do. We will come around and set you up. You are to keep quiet until we ask for your name. We will then lead each of you to a holding area where we will take your information and statements. Is that clear?”
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The security officers never got around to take his statement. Within minutes of breaking up the fight, the officers all ran off down the corridor toward another loud explosion that shook the building. Erick wasn’t willing to wait on their return. Getting out of the cuffs would be his first big hurdle. If his suitcase was where he left it, he might get to the obsidian knife he had hidden in the lining of his bag. He would need to convince someone to use it to cut the ties, but that was a hurdle to cross later.
Amazingly, his carry-on was still sitting where he’d left it. He looked around suspiciously as it still being there was so out of the ordinary. Typically, someone might steal a bag left unattended. At the very least, a bag left alone would normally have caught the attention of security officers.
Erick turned his back to the case and fished for the handle with his cuffed hands. He knew someone who might help him escape his binds. It was difficult and awkward, but he wheeled the case back down to the gate where the elderly couple stood by the service desk. As soon as the man saw Erick, he walked over to help him with the bag. In minutes, Erick’s hands were free, and after thanking the old man for his help, Erick glanced at his bag and headed toward the exit.
There is nothing in there that will help me get home.
The escalators leading to the ground level exit were a bottleneck. With the power out, passengers descended the steps in an awkward, slow-moving rush. When his turn came, Erick stepped onto the escalator and navigated a jostled descent with the others, one step at a time.
From his elevated view, he saw a man in a white dress shirt shove a woman out of his way at the bottom of the steps. The woman sprawled face first onto the tile floor. The man stepped over her and ran for the exit. An older lady stopped and took the woman’s arm to help her up. She, too, was shoved to the ground by others unhappily adapting to the slow-moving manual descent. Now, two women lay in a heap at the bottom of the escalator.
A teenage boy in front of Erick put both hands on the rails and vaulted over the two women. The boy then shoved an older man out of his way and ran toward the exit.
Erick stepped over the two women, then turned to help them away from the bottom of the escalator. As the older woman got to her feet, Erick noticed the little red-haired girl he had gone to rescue earlier step off the escalator with her mother and father. Distracted, he didn’t see a large man following her who plowed into him and the two women, knocking them all back to the ground.
After finally getting both women to their feet and away from the escalator, Erick exited the airport and ran to his car. The pungent odor of jet fuel from the crashed planes saturated the air. Black smoke from the burning planes hung low over the parking lot. No fire trucks came to extinguish the flames. Survivors stood, dazed, some walking in circles on the tarmac. Men in uniforms attempted to corral them away from the planes. Crowds from the airport headed for the main street leading north and south away from the terminal.
Erick jumped into the driver’s seat of his car, keys in hand, and turned the ignition. Nothing happened. After several attempts without the engine making any sound at all, he knew he had to start walking. He popped the trunk, grabbed his get-home bag, and unzipped the main compartment. He fished around inside for his pistol case as he surveyed the crowded parking lot. Brandishing a gun there seemed unwise. Instead, Erick came out with his Cold Steel SRK survival knife. He zipped the bag back up, attached the sheath to his belt, and slung the heavy, three-day pack around his shoulder, feeding his arms behind the shoulder pads. He hopped once, sending the pack into the air to provide slack as he pulled down on the adjustment straps, then stepped off into the passing crowd.
As he reached Mannheim Road, he saw the little red-hair-girl and her family again. They crossed the road and headed south.
Erick turned left and headed north, eventually connecting to Interstate 90, where he joined a group of stranded motorists heading north. At first, people walked with purpose, talking and moving at a quick pace. But after a few miles, the group slowed.
Not Erick. He was focused and paced himself.
He passed a family pushing a small child in a stroller and thought of his own child and the stroller he and Amy had purchased for her. Erick had done extensive research to find the safest stroller on the market. Amy, however, only wanted a cute one.
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People walked with their heads down, a few making eye contact as Erick pushed past them. Those who left the airport with him looked dazed and confused. Erick could understand how the situation might cause that. It wasn’t every day that one saw planes crash into the airport or all means of transportation and communication disrupted. It was a lot for the mind to process. But Erick didn’t have time to dwell on those things. His focus was putting one foot in front of the other and getting home to his wife and unborn child.
Erick exited on Illinois 53 and headed north toward Palantine. The closer he got to home, the faster he walked. When he saw the exit to Euclid Avenue, he picked up the pace and jogged. His mind raced through all the scenarios he might encounter at home. He pictured opening the door to his home and seeing Amy lying on the hardwood floor in a pool of blood, lifeless eyes greeting him at his homecoming.
He jogged faster. His heart raced, and his breaths became gasps. When Erick reached the exit, he turned right onto Euclid. Under the overpass, Erick stopped, bent over and put his hands on his knees. The world was spinning, and he could not get his breathing under control. After taking several deep breaths, his heart rate slowed. He stood upright, removed a bottle of water from his pack and took several long drinks.
Erick surveyed the scene at the exit as he screwed the lid back onto the bottle. Wrecked cars blocked the exit and motorists stood in the street among the vehicles. Burned out, smoldering cars dotted the landscape. The smell in the air was unlike anything Erick had ever encountered. The smell of burned plastic, fabric, metal, and fuel all mixed together was indescribable.
Breathing easier in spite of the foul air, Erick stowed the bottle of water and proceeded west on Euclid. Within a few steps, he heard shouts and screams ahead. Erick looked behind him and from side to side. The commotion seemed to be getting louder and coming closer. Looking around again, the only way to avoid the chaos was to go back the way he came, but that would add time to his journey—time his wife and child may not have.
Erick dropped his pack and removed an oversized zip-up hoodie. He zipped it up and pulled the hood up over his head. He reached in and removed his stainless steel Dan Wesson 1911 in a pancake holster and one additional full magazine. He stuffed the extra mag into his left hoodie pocket. After lifting the hoodie up from his hip, he slid the holster down over his belt, drew the 1911 from the holster, snicked the safety off, and pulled the slide back an inch. Seeing a chambered round, he let the slide go, snicked the safety back on, holstered the weapon, and pulled the hoodie down over it. Erick put the pack back on and continued with both hands in his hoodie pockets and his head down.
As he approached a convenience store on his right, he could see the disturbance was coming from a parking lot filled with cars and people. A fight had broken out and dozens of young men and women were in an active brawl.
Erick planned to run past the store and violent activity as quickly as possible. He ran into the street and was weaving in and out of the stalled cars, making his way past the crowd when a young Hispanic man stepped from between two stalled cars and stood directly in Erick’s path. He was dressed in baggy black pants and a white wife-beater T-shirt with a blue bandana around his neck. The only way to avoid the confrontation was to turn and go back around the cars, and he did not want to turn his back to the man.
“What’s in the backpack, homey?” asked the man.
Erick slowed and looked around. It didn’t appear that anyone else was approaching him. He considered his options.
This man likely also had a weapon. If there was a gun battle and Erick survived, the others fighting in the parking lot might take notice and return fire. His chances of escaping unharmed could be low in a gun battle.
Erick continued walking toward the man.
“It is just some clothes and stuff for an overnight trip,” Erick said, dropping his shoulder to allow the pack to fall forward as if he would give it to the man. As he did, he reached under his shirt and slowly slid out his knife and kept it between himself and the pack.
“I have a bottle of water and some energy bars, but nothing of value,” Erick continued as he walked toward the man.
“How ‘bout your wallet and cell phone then?” the man asked. He stood with his legs apart, and head cocked to one side. His body language said he did not feel threatened.
“I have a couple hundred dollars, but my cell phone is dead. I’m not sure what happened to it,” Erick said, appearing to reach for his wallet. He was within a few feet of the man by this time. He removed his phone with his left hand and extended it to the man. As the man reached for the phone, Erick raised his right arm and shoved the tip of the knife straight up into the man’s skull between his chin and his neck with all his strength. Erick caught the startled man as he fell backward and let him fall quietly back onto the ground. Adrenaline raced through Erick’s shaking body while he scanned the area to see if anyone had noticed them. The crowd continued to watch the fight in the parking lot.
“I’m sorry. I need to get home to my family. I couldn’t risk getting hurt,” Erick whispered to the man.
Erick stepped over him, swung his pack back on, and ran away from the scene as fast as he could.



Chapter 2




Erick jogged and fast walked the last five miles home. When he reached his street, he slowed for a moment. Fear gripped him by the throat. He ran down the block to his house, shoved his key into the lock, and called his wife’s name as he threw open the door.
“Amy? Amy, are you all right?”
He listened but heard no reply. The house was eerily silent. He’d never heard it without the hum of the refrigerator, the noise of the washing machine, or sound of a dishwasher. No air conditioner was churning. No fans blew. No music played. It was a house devoid of life.
Erick dropped his pack and ran through the house calling Amy’s name. He searched every room. He pulled a stool from the kitchen island and sat down. He felt dizzy. His head was spinning. His thoughts were jumbled. He placed both palms on the cold marble surface and took several deep breaths. He straightened and looked around the tidy white kitchen. He stared at the key hooks by the door to the garage.
Erick rushed over and pulled open the door. His red ’56 Ford pickup sat in its usual spot, but his wife’s Audi was missing. His chest tightened. He instinctually hit the garage door opener button and ran to his truck. He jumped into the driver’s seat and shoved the key into the ignition. It started on the second try.
He was gently revving the engine and waiting for the garage door to open when he remembered his get-home bag. He jumped out of the truck and realized the garage door was still closed so he pulled on the handle and rolled the door up, releasing a garage full of exhaust into the driveway. Erick ran back through the house to get his pack, locked the front door, then headed back to the garage.
After backing his truck out, he got out and pulled the garage door closed. He was concerned that it wouldn’t lock and someone might break in, but there was nothing he could do about any of that now.
He hesitated before backing into the street. He wasn’t sure where to go. The hospital was east, and his mother-in-law was north. He threw the truck into park and turned off the engine. He locked the truck’s doors and ran back up the front steps and fumbled with his keys to get the lock open. Once inside, Erick ran to the nursery and saw the baby’s diaper bag still sitting on the changing station. If his wife had gone into labor, she wouldn’t have left without the bag. He ran into their bedroom and opened the closet door. His wife’s hospital bag sat just inside the door. He was at a loss as to what could have happened. His mother-in-law was supposed to come by after she got off work and stay with Amy.
She was supposed to be on bed rest. Why would Amy leave before her mother arrived?
A knock on the door caused Erick to jump. He hurried to the living room to find their neighbor, Marty Simpson, standing on the steps.
“Hey Marty, did you see Amy today? She isn’t home and…”
“She called me. Her mother had been in an accident, and she was heading to Lake Zurich to pick her up. That is why I came over. I knew you’d be worried,” Marty said with a look of compassion on his wrinkled, round face.
Erick had only known the man since he moved in with Amy a little over a year ago. Amy had lived in the house since she was a child, and Marty had been her neighbor there that whole time. He’d watched her grow up, and they were quite close.
“Thanks, Marty. I was worried. The phones are out, and when I got here she was gone. I thought the worst.”
“I noticed that your truck is running.”
“Yeah. I was surprised. I had to leave my car at the airport. It wouldn’t start.”
“Mine won’t start either. I’m worried about my mother. I know she will be frightened with the electricity out. Would you mind dropping me off at the nursing home on your way?” Marty asked.
Marty was only recently retired. He had owned an insurance agency and likely could have afforded to move to a nicer area but had chosen to stay even after the neighborhood had declined and gang violence had begun to rattle the peace in this part of the city. Marty looked like he could handle himself. Amy said he was a former wrestling coach. Erick thought he looked like the colonel from the fried chicken franchise.
“Sure. Of course, I don’t mind. I am sure your mom will be glad to have you come sit with her until the lights come back on. Just let me grab Amy and the baby’s bags, just in case we can’t make it back.”
“Can’t make it back?” Marty asked.
“Let me grab some things, and I’ll fill you in on the way,” Erick said, turning to go back inside. He took a deep breath and let it out. Relief washed over him, and he could feel the tension leaving his body.
Amy is fine. I’ll go up to Sharon’s and find her. We will get through this—whatever this is.
Marty was seated in the passenger seat of Erick’s truck when he returned. As they drove through town, Erick noticed most of the city of Palatine’s police officers were huddled around an older vehicle in the parking lot of a shopping center. They all turned and stared as Erick drove by. Erick weaved in and out of the stalled cars and turned to head north to Lake Zurich. The little-used stretch of road was free of stalled cars.
“Did you cut yourself?” Marty asked.
“Um, what?”
“You’re bleeding,” Marty said, pointing to Erick’s right hand on the steering wheel.
Erick looked down. Erick pictured the look in the dying man’s eyes as he slid the knife into his throat, and it sent a shiver down his spine. The blood wasn’t Erick’s, and he wanted it off of his body—now.
“Oh, I must have. I didn’t realize it. Would you mind handing me the wet wipes from the glove box?” Erick asked.
He steered with his left knee, as he wiped his hands with a moist towelette, then pitched the crimson mass out the driver’s window.
“What could have caused the power outage and the cars not to start, Erick?” Marty asked, breaking the silence.
Erick didn’t feel up to getting into a deep discussion with the man about all the theories his preparedness group had studied. He wasn’t sure he believed any of it himself. It had all seemed so far-fetched at the time. He had believed in the “mutually assured destruction” theory to prevent hostile nations from attacking the U.S., and now he saw how stupid he’d been in putting faith in the government's ability to detect and stop an attack of such magnitude.
As he thought about how he would reply to Marty without sounding like a paranoid doomsday prepper, he realized something he had missed about the situation at the airport. The planes were grounded long before the power went out. That could only mean that the government knew an attack was imminent or there had been terrorist threats of some kind.
“What do you think happened, Erick?” Marty pressed.
“I’m not sure, but it looks like a cyberattack—but that doesn’t fit with cars and other electronics being knocked out. This looks more like an electromagnetic pulse, or EMP. I haven’t studied much about EMPs, but my buddy, Larry, is pretty much an EMP expert. He has been pretty vocal about the chatter he was hearing from others who were preparing for such an attack.”
Erick thought for a moment. He had visited Larry’s farm a few weeks earlier where Larry and another man had gotten into a heated debate about something they were calling a Super-EMP, and how Faraday cages might be ineffective in such an event. He tried to recall their conversation, but he just couldn’t remember any specifics.
“I think this may have been a combination cyber and EMP attack. I just read something about it in an article in the Washington Examiner. The government just released a report by some expert warning us about just such a combined attack. Kind of suspicious timing, don’t you think?”
Marty nodded his head, then ran his hand through his white beard.
“Yeah, I’d say,” Marty said, turning to look at him. “Did they say how bad it would be? Like, how long it might take to get things back to normal?”
“The expert basically said we were screwed,” Erick said.
Marty and Erick looked at each other.
The two men rode in silence. Erick contemplated the change in scenarios. Although his personal preparedness revolved around more temporary economic collapse that the country could recover from, most of his like-minded friends were preparing for a much higher level of disaster.
This was going to suck so much worse than he imagined it would. He could not wrap his head around a world without electricity.
With the next turn, they were back onto a crowded street with abandoned cars everywhere. The usual twenty minute drive to his mother-in-law’s home turned into an hour-and-a-half due to rerouting through neighborhoods and frequent backtracking to find alternate routes.
The new route caused them to enter Lake Zurich from the west side. Instead of dropping Marty off at his mother’s nursing home, they went straight to his mother-in-law’s house.
Turning onto Honey Bee Road, Erick’s heart leaped, and a knot formed in his throat. He could not wait to hold his wife. As he pulled into the driveway, he breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of his wife’s Audi. He had barely put the truck into park before he threw open the door and sprinted up the driveway. He bound up the stairs and flung open the front door. His mother-in-law would likely have something biting to say about him barging into her home that way, but at the moment, he couldn't care less.
“Amy? Amy, honey, I came as quick as I could,” Erick called.
He stopped in the foyer and listened.
“Amy? Sharon? Anyone here?”
Erick continued down the dim hall to the kitchen at the back of the house. Amy’s purse sat on the marble counter. He continued to call his wife’s name as he searched from room to room. Sunlight from the bathroom window illuminated smears of blood on the floor near the toilet. It looked like someone attempted to clean it but only halfheartedly.
“She did say Sharon had had an accident,” Marty said, walking up behind Erick.
Erick jumped and turned toward Marty.
“That must be it. She must have taken Sharon to the hospital.”
“That is a reasonable assumption,” Marty said.
Erick and Marty jumped back in the truck and headed to the hospital.
They passed confused motorists walking along the streets and sidewalks as they weaved their way across town. Smoke rose from a shop on one corner where a vehicle had driven into the storefront. The tail-end of the vehicle protruded from the shattered doors. Flames danced on the roof. No fire engines were present to put the fire out. It appeared to have ignited the roof of the adjacent building, where thick, black smoke escaped through its windows.
“Do you mind if I check the hospital before I drop you off at your mother’s nursing home?” Erick asked.
“No. Not at all. She isn’t going anywhere. Let’s go find your wife,” Marty said.



Chapter 3




Erick didn’t see Sharon’s car as he drove into the parking lot of the hospital. He was surprised to see a line of people out the door to the emergency room. Some held rags to their heads, while others held their bandaged arms.
Erick and Marty pushed their way through the mass of people, elbowing their way to the information desk.
“Ma’am, I’m looking for my wife and mother-in-law. My wife is eight and a half months pregnant and…”
“Sir, you will have to go to the end of the line and wait your turn,” the round receptionist said, without looking up from her notepad.
“I’m not here for treatment. Like I said, I’m...”
“Like I said, you will have to wait your turn.”
Erick leaned forward and placed his elbows on the counter. He bent over and pushed his face close to the pudgy woman. She stiffened and stared wide-eyed at him over her round reading glasses.
“Listen, lady. I came here to find my pregnant wife. I am not leaving this desk until you tell me if she and my mother-in-law are here. Now, look in your freaking book and tell me what I need to know and then I will go away,” Erick said in a low, gruff voice. His eyes bore into her. He felt a rage he had never felt in his life, and the adrenaline appeared to be back to wreak more havoc. He could not contain his anxiety any longer, and he feared what he might do if the woman did not comply.
Marty pulled on Erick’s arm, but Erick shrugged him off. The woman looked around, her eyes wide, then up at the towering, angry man staring her down.
Erick reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet. He pulled out the picture of him and Amy and shoved it into the woman’s hand. She looked at it and back up at him.
“She was here, but they transported her and the baby to the Red Cross shelter about an hour ago.”
“The baby?” Erick asked, his voice shrill.
“Yes, she had given birth at home. Since she and the baby were both fine, we could not keep them here in this situation,” the woman said.
Erick looked to Marty. Marty smiled broadly.
“Congratulations, Erick—you are a father!” Marty said.
“Where were she and the baby taken—was it a boy or girl?” Erick stammered.
“The Red Cross has a shelter in Rockford. Your wife did not want to go, but she changed her mind when told the lack of electricity and water here would be detrimental to a newborn. And it was a girl—you have a healthy baby girl. Now, please, if you don’t mind, I have very injured patients here to process.”
Erick stepped back away from the counter. He stared down the hall and saw both sides were lined with people on gurneys. The silhouettes of other injured people milled about in the only light that came from the expanse of glass windows in the lobby. He wondered why it was so dark there, why the generator wasn’t powering the lights.
Marty grabbed Erick’s arm and pulled him back as an orderly pushed a gurney past them. The young child was unconscious and appeared badly burned. Erick shook his head and looked to Marty.
“I’ll drop you off at the nursing home now,” Erick said.
“I thought that I might check my mother out and go to the Red Cross shelter with you. I don’t think the nursing home is equipped for this. I would feel much better having her there where I know they will have proper sanitation, food and water,” Marty said.
“That’s fine. I agree. She will probably be much better off with the Red Cross.”
Erick and Marty exited the hospital and headed toward their truck. Before they had even reached where they had parked it, Erick could see it was gone. The parking space was empty. He looked over and Marty was turning in a circle looking for the truck.
“Damn it!” Erick barked, placing both hands to his face.
He felt sick to his stomach. Although his get-home bag had all his survival gear in it, he was only concerned about Amy and the baby’s bags. Amy had packed and repacked the baby’s things from the hospital. She was going to be so pissed that he had lost that bag.
He could not believe that, after all his planning and preparation, he had not been there when his child was born. He imagined how frightened Amy must have been giving birth on the bathroom floor at her mother’s house instead of in the sterile delivery room they’d planned.
Something else occurred to him. The receptionist had said nothing about his mother-in-law being with her when Amy had left the hospital. She’d said Amy and the baby.
Was not mentioning Sharon an oversight or had something happened to her?
Marty nudged him, and he looked up. An older model Chevy sped into the parking lot and stretched to a halt. The driver jumped out and ran around to the passenger side door. No more had he exited the vehicle before someone jumped into the driver’s seat. The original driver yanked a child from the passenger seat just before the car took off, tearing out of the parking lot.
“I’m afraid anyone with a running vehicle will be a target of violence now,” Marty said.
“How am I supposed to get to the Red Cross shelter in Rockford without a vehicle? That is over sixty miles away.”
Neither spoke for a moment.
“My mother’s car may still run. It appears that older model vehicles weren’t as affected,” Marty said. “We can get Mother’s car, then pick her up and head to Rockford.”
“Sounds good. Let’s go.”
As luck would have it this time, the two men only had to walk five blocks to get to Marty’s mother’s home. Marty unlocked the detached garage and swung open the set of double doors. Before them sat a pristine black ’68 Cadillac Fleetwood, freshly washed and waxed.
“Me and the Lord, we have an understanding,” Marty said.
They looked at each other and Erick said, “We are on a mission from God.”
“I’ll be Jake. You can be Elwood,” Marty said., tossing Erick the keys
“We’re going to need dark sunglasses and fedoras if we’re going to be the Blues Brothers,” Erick said.
Well, at least I’ve got the John Belushi build going on,” Marty said. “Speaking of which, let’s go in and get some snacks for the road—just in case.”
In the pantry, Marty threw bottles of water and granola bars into a tote bag. Erick pointed to candy bars. Marty looked at him and smiled.
“I like my sweets. I stay up here on weekends to visit with Mother.”
“We should take them. The sugar is good for quick energy.”
After gathering the snacks and water they felt they would need, Erick and Marty headed back out to the garage, climbed into the blues mobile, and backed out of the driveway.
When they pulled into the nursing home, an elderly man in pajamas and slippers was walking around in the parking lot trying car doors. Erick drove in beside the man and cranked down the window with the handle.
“Melvin, what are you doing out here?” Marty asked.
The man looked up with a surprised look on his face. “I need to get home. My wife needs me,” he said, returning to pulling on door handles.
Erick parked in an empty space and Marty went inside. Erick stayed with the car, his hand on his holster ready to fend off would-be car jackers. Erick watched the old man as he left the parking lot, having given up on his attempt to find an unlocked vehicle.
Marty opened the driver’s side passenger door, startling Erick, who had reactively tightened his grip on his gun.
“Just have a seat right here, Mother,” Marty said, helping her into the back seat behind Erick and buckling her seat belt.
Erick turned in his seat to look at the woman. She was quiet. She twisted a tissue in her hand. Tiny particles of the paper were scattered across her lap. Marty turned in the passenger front seat and spoke softly to her as they backed out and left the parking lot. Erick could tell that Marty and his mother had a close, loving relationship. He knew that type of bond was how it was supposed to be. He was sure that Amy and his daughter would share that as well. A pang of grief struck him before he could push it away. Not everyone was blessed with a mother’s love. That was just how it was.
The drive down Barrington Road wasn’t bad. There were cars along the road, but most had been able to pull off onto the shoulder leaving a fairly clear path. Erick maintained a steady speed of 55 mph, though he wanted to drive faster. But he didn’t want to upset Marty’s mother, who was already very stressed.
As they merged onto Interstate 90, they saw a group of people sitting on the grass near the on-ramp. Two men stood as their car approached and one of the men stepped into the roadway and held a hand up in the air for them to stop.
“Don’t stop,” Marty blurted out.
Erick said nothing as he swerved to avoid hitting the man. A man, a woman, and a little boy stepped onto the road twenty feet ahead and blocked the lane. Erick cranked the wheel to the right, stepped on the gas, and drove onto the shoulder of the on-ramp to avoid them. Marty was thrown against the passenger door hitting his elbow on the armrest as Erick cranked the wheel back to the left to bring the big car back onto the roadway. Erick noticed Marty’s mother tip right, then back upright as he began to put distance between them and the group of stranded travelers.
Twenty minutes later, they reached Elgin, Illinois. As they approached the cloverleaf where Interstate 90 and Highway 31 connected, Erick could see a roadblock had been set up before the exit. He slowed the car to twenty miles per hour. Two uniformed officers stood where cars had been pushed across the roadway.
“Erick, don’t stop,” Marty said.
“We have to stop, Marty. This time it is the police. We cannot just plow through a roadblock.”
Erick patted his side and felt the firmness of the gun. If they made them exit the car and searched them, they would find the gun and knife and either arrest him or confiscate the weapons. Neither scenario was an option Erick wanted.
Marty lifted a cup out of the center console and pulled the tray up to reveal a hidden compartment. He looked up at Erick.
Erick looked at him wide-eyed. He wanted to ask why Marty’s mother’s car had a secret compartment but didn’t. There wasn’t time. Erick removed the holster from his waistband and placed it in the compartment. He unclipped the knife from his belt and placed it beside the gun. Marty replaced the tray and put the cup back into the holder. Erick slowed the car to five miles per hour as they approached the checkpoint.
One of the officers held up a hand as Marty brought the car to a stop.
“We are going to need you to step out of the vehicle, sir,” the officer said as he approached the driver’s door.
Marty looked over his shoulder at his mother. She was tearing pieces of the tissue and dropping them into her lap.
“It is going to be all right, Mother. I am just going to step out and talk to the officer and see what is going on,” Marty reassured his mother.
It did not appear that she understood anything he said. She continued to stare down at her hands.
The second officer approached the passenger side. Erick noticed that both officers had their hands on their weapons. It left no question whether there was a choice to comply or not. Erick held his hands up as the officer opened his car door. He climbed out and was instructed to place his hands on the hood of the car. Erick looked across, and Marty was doing the same.
“What is going on officers?” Erick asked.
“We have been instructed to restrict all vehicle traffic on the roadway. The president has issued a shelter-in-place order restricting travel to emergency personnel only. The two of you are in violation of that order, so we are going to have to confiscate your vehicle at this time,” The tallest of the two officers said.
Erick turned and looked over his shoulder. He couldn’t believe that they had the authority to seize private property without due process. They had done nothing wrong, at least as far as these officers knew.
Marty straightened but was pushed back onto the hood by the other officer. The officer looked young—almost too young to be a police officer. He looked scared shitless.
“I have to get to Rockford. My wife was taken there. What are we supposed to do if you take the car?” Erick asked.
“The Red Cross is picking up stranded travelers at the toll booth. They have already come through here once today, so it could be tomorrow before they come back around. You will have to stay there in the parking lot at the toll booth. We aren’t letting anyone into town,” The taller officer said.
He finished patting Erick down and allowed him to straighten up. The young officer led Marty around the front of the car and stopped beside Erick.
“How am I to get my elderly mother over a mile to the toll booth?”
“I don’t know what to tell you, sir. We are just following orders here,” the young officer replied.
“Do you have any personal belongings in the car you need to take with you?” the older officer asked.
“Our food and water,” Marty said, pointing to the back seat. He took a step toward the door, and the young officer grabbed his arm.
“You two stay here. I’ll get it. Is it in a bag or what?” he asked.
“It’s in a tote bag,” Marty said.
The officer retrieved the bag and handed it to Marty.
“The toll booth is a mile that way,” the older officer said, pointing down the road. “Don’t leave the interstate.”
The younger officer helped Marty’s mother out of the car. Marty and Erick each took one of her arms and walked slowly around the roadblock of cars toward the toll booth.



Chapter 4




It was difficult to walk with Marty’s mother literally dragging her feet. Even though she didn’t weigh much, carrying her was not an option because she was so frail. They were taking their third break in twenty minutes when Erick came up with an idea. He looked around to make sure there were no police officers watching them, then headed off down the embankment toward a warehouse on the side road. A few minutes later, he had the solution to their mobility problem.
“You, my friend, are a freaking genius,” Marty said as Erick pulled a convertible hand truck and cardboard box up the embankment.
Erick pushed a lever on the handle, and it converted from a vertical two-wheeled hand truck to a horizontal four-wheel cart. He broke down the box and placed the thick cardboard down on top of it. He and Marty assisted Marty’s mother onto the cart, and they continued their journey down the interstate.
It took twenty more minutes to reach the toll booth, with a few stops to convince Mrs. Simpson to stay on the cart.
The weary crowd occupying the parking lot barely looked up as the trio arrived.
Erick handed Marty a bottle of water and unscrewed the cap on one for himself. A little boy with dirty clothes and a smudged face stared at him as he took a sip from the bottle. Erick looked around and could not tell if the boy was with anyone. His first instinct was to offer the boy the water, but these days, gestures like that could be misconstrued as something sketchy, so Erick turned his back on the boy and watched as Marty assisted his mother in taking a drink.
Erick removed some granola bars from the bag and tore the wrapper open for Marty. Marty’s mother swatted his hand away as he tried to coax her into taking a bite of the bar. Erick finished his and crumpled the wrapper in his hand. Mrs. Simpson turned and grabbed the wrapper from him and began rubbing it between her frail fingers. The noise seemed to soothe her.
As dusk approached, Erick became increasingly anxious. It appeared the bus was not coming for them until the next day. They were going to have to spend the night in the parking lot. He wanted to set out on foot instead of waiting on the Red Cross, but there was no way he could walk the fifty miles faster than the bus could get them there, even if he left now.
Erick lay curled up on the grass staring at the stars. It was a clear night, and with the absence of all man-made light, there seemed to be more stars than he had ever seen in his life. He couldn’t think of a time when he’d been in such a dark place, both physically and mentally. Without the adrenaline of rushing to get to his wife and child, his body crashed as his mind raced to find solutions to all manner of scenarios he may encounter on his way to get to his wife.
If this event was, indeed, an EMP like Larry described, then he and Amy needed to take the baby and go to Larry’s farm in Marshall County. His mind went through a list of survival items he had planned to buy but had not yet purchased. He realized that he had not properly prepared for the baby’s needs. He had stored cloth diapers and baby food and those sorts of things. He was sure that, as they learned more in their new roles as parents, he would discover many other important things that he’d missed.
He worried about the lack of supplies he needed for their journey to the farm. He thought maybe the Red Cross might supply them with enough food and water for the trip. He wasn’t sure if Amy would be able to walk after having just given birth. He hoped that he might find another hand truck like the one they’d used for Marty’s mother. It would make traveling with Amy and the baby much faster. He tried to calculate how long the trip to Marshall County from Rockford would take them, but he only knew the mileage from their home in Palatine.
One thing he knew for sure. He needed to find another gun. He was worried about leaving his family defenseless out on the dangerous road. The violence would only increase as people became more desperate.
Erick’s exhaustion had finally won over his mind, and he had drifted off to sleep. He awoke to the sound of children playing. The sun was just cresting the horizon. Any other day he would have stopped and admired its beauty, but he was distracted by the ache in his back and the awful sense of urgency to find his family. He wondered if admiring sunrises would become a luxury in this new world.
In the time spent at the farm with Larry and the other members of the Eden group, as they had elected to call themselves, he’d only gotten a glimpse of what life without modern conveniences would be like. Getting up before the sun would be the norm now, and he feared that simple pleasures like admiring sunrise and sunsets might lose their significance in the struggle to survive.
Erick watched a young mother use a wet wipe to clean the face of her toddler. The child struggled to get away as his mom scrubbed his face. He was glad that his group had solved the showering issue. The communal bath and shower house, along with the community kitchen, had running water supplied by a windmill-powered water pump. At least they would be spared the assault of body odor. He had been shocked that the group felt the need to make regular hygiene part of the rules of conduct. He had thought that some in the group may have been known to have a fear of soap.
As the child wiggled itself free from his mother’s grasp and ran off, Erick wondered whether his daughter looked like Amy or him. The thought made him even more anxious to get to the Red Cross shelter. He rolled over and sat up. Erick rubbed his neck and stretched his back as he watched Marty feed his mother pieces granola bar. Erick was reaching for the tote containing their food and water when the sound of a bus reverberated through the parking lot. The Red Cross bus pulled to a stop as anxious travelers began preparing to board.
Erick stood and helped Marty get his mother to the bus. As they waited in line, Erick’s heart leapt. The realization that within the hour he would meet his daughter and be reunited with this wife was overwhelming. A man dressed in a white polo shirt wearing a Red Cross vest stood next to the bus with a clipboard in his hand. The man opposite him wore a black polo with a FEMA logo on it. The man from FEMA was checking people’s belongings as the other man took their names and where they were from.
The line was moving too slow for Erick’s liking. He tapped his fingertip on his legs and shifted from foot to foot. He wanted to rush the line, jump behind the wheel, and speed off down the interstate to his family. As he looked around the parking lot, it struck him that there were a lot of people alone. He thought their families were likely not waiting for them at the shelter. He could not imagine how desperate he would feel in their shoes. He thought of how petrified he had been when he had arrived home and Amy wasn’t there, coupled with all of the stress since learning she had been taken to the shelter after having the baby. For those there in the parking lot who were maybe hundreds of miles from home, with little hope of being reunited with their families anytime soon, he felt great sympathy.
He gave his name and address to the Red Cross official and handed the nearly empty tote bag to the FEMA guy, who looked inside it and handed it back to Erick. The man pointed to the steps of the bus, but Erick turned and reached for Mrs. Simpson’s arm. After he stepped up into the bus, he held onto her right hand as Marty held her from behind. The trio took a seat in the middle of the bus and waited for the rest of the passengers to board. It felt to Erick as if it took hours, but before long the door to the bus closed, and the driver took his seat behind the wheel. A wave of relief washed over Erick. His insides swirled with emotion as the bus pulled from the parking lot and entered Interstate 90. A broad smile crossed his face. He could not help himself.
He was nearly giddy with joy as the bus approached Rockford International Airport. From the gate he could see the huge white tents with red crosses on them. He didn’t see many people and thought maybe everyone was still sleeping. It was still very early, at least by his old world standard of time.
The bus pulled through the gate and around the side of a group of tents. It stopped in front of a tent with a sign that read, “Red Cross,” and another that read, “FEMA Disaster Recovery Center.” Erick shot to his feet and rushed down the aisle before the driver even opened the door.
“Sir, return to your seat and wait your turn,” the driver said over his shoulder.
The FEMA official stood and grabbed Erick by the arm.
“Okay, okay,” Erick said, as he returned to his seat next to Marty.
“I know you are anxious to get to Amy and the baby, but don’t piss these people off. They don’t look all too pleased to be helping us anyway,” Marty whispered.
“Okay. I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking,” Erick said.
Glancing at the officials wearing polo shirts, Erick said, “In my anxiousness to get here, I had not considered it all that unusual that they were acting unfriendly. But, now that you mention it, it does seem odd.”
“They are probably worried about their own families. I know I would be if the only living member of mine wasn’t sitting right here with me,” Marty said, nodding toward his mother. She sat with her head hung low, still twisting the granola bar wrapper in her hands.
Erick thought of his own mother. He had not seen her for years. He had no idea where she even lived these days. They had not spoken since he left for college. His dad could be dead already for all he knew. Erick hadn’t heard anything from his dad since he was sixteen years old. Erick had been all alone in the world throughout his adult life before he met Amy. Now she was his whole world. And his world had just doubled with the birth of his daughter.
When it was Erick’s turn to stand and move into the aisle to exit the bus, he resisted the urge to shove everyone out of the way and bolt off the bus. He wanted to run screaming his wife’s name, but he controlled himself. His outward restraint looked nothing like the inner turmoil he felt at the moment he stepped down off the bus. He waited patiently in line to be processed into the shelter. He calmly gave the lady seated at the in-processing table his name and the name of his wife.
“Her name is Amy Elizabeth Wynn. That’s, w-y-n-n,” Erick said, spelling their last name for the lady.
“Oh, the woman with the adorable newborn. Yes. Oh my gosh, your daughter is so darn cute,” the woman said, showing the first genuine smile Erick had seen from any of the staff there that morning.
“When can I see her?”
The woman leaned over and said something he could not hear to the man standing next to her. Erick’s head dropped. Fear gripped his throat. He feared something was wrong from the woman’s hushed tone.
The man nodded and motioned for Erick to follow him. A sense of dread washed over him. Apparently, his daughter was okay because the woman was so cheery talking about her, but something might be wrong with Amy. He knew childbirth at home without proper medical attention could be dangerous—even deadly.
The man led Erick through a maze of the large, event-sized, white tents. When they stopped, the man pointed to the door and said, “Just tell them Marcus cleared you to come back here.”
Erick looked back over his shoulder as the man walked off. He stepped inside and immediately saw his wife’s curly, red hair. She was seated with her back to him. His knees felt weak. Tears streamed down his face and an immense sense of relief flooded through his body. He had found her. She was alive and appeared to be well. He took a tentative step forward and stopped. He was about to meet his daughter, and suddenly he felt incredibly ill-equipped to be a father. His dad had sucked at it. He wasn’t sure how to be a dad.
What if I suck at it too?
The joy was replaced with panic. The women around Amy looked up. Surprised looks crossed their faces. A woman in a flowered dress pointed to Erick, and Amy turned and looked over her shoulder. Her green eyes widened, and her mouth opened. She stood and slowly turned toward him. At that moment, Erick’s heart filled with more love than he had ever felt in his life—more than he knew he was even capable of feeling. Every doubt he had ever had about whether he would be a good father left him. He knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he would never leave his little girl. He would do whatever was necessary to care for her. He would die to protect her.
“Come meet your daughter,” Amy said, tears streaming down her pale, freckled cheeks. Erick rushed over and threw his arms around his wife and daughter. The group of women surrounding her stepped back as the two of them held each other and cried. Erick brushed loose strands of hair from his wife’s face and kissed her softly on the lips. He looked down at the most beautiful being he had ever laid eyes on.
“Hello, honey. I’m your dad,” Erick said as he stroked their daughter’s curly, red hair.
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Chicago O’Hare International Airport
Chicago, Illinois
Day of Event

Terminal Three of Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport was filled with pissed off passengers. After a four-hour delay, Maddison Langston was feeling cranky herself. Her flight from San Diego had arrived at eleven that morning. At three that afternoon, her connecting flight was still not boarding, even though the plane sat at the gate.
When the lights in the terminal cut out and the flight departure screen went blank, Maddie sighed.
Looks like my flight will be delayed. Again.
Sitting in the dim light, Maddie pulled her cell phone from the Silent Pocket faraday backpack Uncle Ryan had given her. Although she had promised him she would keep her phone in the bag while she was in the airport, she was having social media withdrawal. She was not as concerned about a thief scanning her RFID chips as he was.
She pulled the charging cord from the pack and started to plug it into an outlet before realizing that it would not charge with the power off. Maddie tapped a social media app on her phone, but it would not load. Her phone did not have a signal. After shutting it down and restarting it half a dozen times, it still wouldn’t connect to her wireless service provider.
To pass the time, she listened to songs from her music library. She usually listened to her favorite music using streaming services. Luckily, she had a few games on her phone.
Maddie looked up to see an angry man in a sport coat and trousers with one knee on the American Airlines service counter. The terrified woman behind the desk had her back pressed against the wall as far from the out-of-control passenger as possible.
Maddie pulled the earbuds from her ears.
Two men had gripped the arms of the angry man, who was yelling obscenities at the woman, as the woman yelled for security.
“Why can’t you tell us what the hell is going on? My flight was supposed to leave three hours ago. Now the lights are out, and it is freaking hot as hell in here,” another passenger yelled at the petite woman.
“I do not have anything to tell you. I am in the dark too,” she said.
“Oh, is that your attempt to lighten the mood? Destress the situation? Did they teach you that in customer service school?” the man mocked.
“My cell phone isn’t working. I need to use a phone. I have to call my husband. He’ll be expecting us to arrive in Nashville any minute,” a woman called out.
A tall man in a sports jersey and jeans stepped forward. He towered over the other passengers. Holding an arm up, the man said, “Listen up, folks. All this yelling and getting aggressive with customer service is not going to get us answers that the woman clearly does not have.”
“Well, someone sure as hell better start explaining pretty damn fast,” the man in the sport coat barked, shaking his arms lose from his captors.
“Look around you. It is a chaotic mess in here. It is not just American Airlines flights that are delayed. No planes have taken off or landed here in over an hour. The power is out to the airport, and something has disrupted the phones, including cell phones.”
An explosion rattled the windows. The ear-piercing sound of metal on concrete was followed by the cockpit of a jet skidding down the runway. Maddie had not considered that planes might collide mid-air without access to tower control for guidance. People hurried from the shopping area of the terminal, dragging their wheeled bags behind them. They huddled near the window, staring at the burning wreckage of the plane on the tarmac.
Maddie rose slowly to her feet. Grabbing her backpack from its position beside her, she flipped it over her shoulder, and reached for the extended handle on her suitcase. The terminal was in darkness, dimly lit only from the windows where a surreal show of flames and black smoke was casting long shadows toward the center of the concourse.
As Maddie stared out the window with her mouth open wide at the flaming, smoking, twisted mass, a second Boeing 737 dropped from the sky in pieces, scattering onto the runway and bursting into flames. The lights were out and there was no cell service, and planes were also colliding in the sky above them.
Maddie came to a startling realization. It had happened. The EMP or electromagnetic pulse her dad and Uncle Ryan talked about had really happened. Her hand shot up to cover her mouth. Maddie’s feet would not move, even though her brain said run.
She could not catch her breath. While her fellow travelers stood with eyes peeled to the horrid sight and their mouths wide in shock and terror, Maddie ran.
Her bag’s wheels skipped off the floor of the concourse as Maddie bolted toward a family restroom. Her backpack smacked the wall as she spun around to turn the lock. Maddie dropped her pack and suitcase by the door and slid to the cold tile floor. Hugging her knees to her chest, she sobbed, rocking side to side. Mixed with the crushing fear was a pang of guilt. She had mocked her dad for his paranoia. A wave of grief threatened to crash over her without mercy. As she cried, the years of repressed grief burst to the surface as she recalled the training and warnings her father had tried to communicate to her throughout the years.
Maddie had not cried this much since the accident. The day her dad died. The day her world changed forever.
As the tears flowed in torrents, Maddie rested her head on her arms. She was startled by loud banging behind her. She jumped to her feet and spun to face the door, her heart pounding against her chest. In the blackness she could not see her hand in front of her face. Maddie pulled her phone from her back pocket and activated its flashlight feature. Holding it over her head, she turned and looked around the small room.
I cannot stay in here forever.
How long before a plane came crashing through the terminal? How many were up there circling the airport? How many had diverted from their flight paths to land after they lost their navigation system and contact to the control tower? Pilots would only have line-of-sight to avoid a mid-air collision. How soon would it be before they ran out of fuel? Maddie's thoughts raced.
She had to get some place safe right now. That was what her dad always told her. The longer she hesitated, the more dangerous it would be.
Maddie stood and blew her nose. She bent over to reach for her pack.
She froze.
Maddie's heart dropped. She was stranded in one of the country’s busiest airports in the middle of one of the most populated cities. And she had never felt more alone.
Maddie turned and put her back to the door. She slid once more to the floor, curling her arms over her head.
Dad was right.
Her friends had called her father, Greg Langston, a doomsday prepper—a title that brought Maddie embarrassment. Before he died, her father had taught her and her brother, Zach, survival skills and how to prepare for disasters. She never took it as seriously as she should have.
“What do I do, Daddy, what do I do?” she cried.
Her mind raced, searching for answers. Images of her rolling her eyes as her dad lectured and instructed her and Zach on what to do in a world-ending scenario brought a new round of guilt and shame.
“You were right, Daddy. I am so sorry I mocked you. I didn’t listen to you, and now the shit has hit the fan, and I do not know what to do.”
She slumped to the floor and curled into a fetal position. Time seemed to stand still in the tiny, cold room. She stared at the shadow cast by her cell phone. Her mind went blank. She slid into a familiar numbness. Sleep had been her comfort, her only solace in the days and weeks after her dad had died. She wanted to go there. She let her breathing slow.
She was shaken back to reality by the sound of the growing chaos outside the bathroom.
Maddie heard her dad’s voice in her head.
“Maddison Grace Langston, pay attention. Someday you might find yourself alone when the shit hits the fan and you will need to know how to survive and get home.”
She sat up, brushing loose strands of hair from her face.
The get-home bag her dad had given her containing all the essentials to survive on the road was in her dorm room in Ohio. It would do her no good now. But she had the Every Day Carry items with her. Uncle Ryan had picked up where her dad left off in making sure carrying her EDC was a habit. Maddie looked down at the plain, waterproof backpack on the floor next to her. There were times in the last few years she had resented Ryan for trying to take her dad’s place. At that moment, she was grateful he had.
Maddie rose to her feet and walked over to the sink. She looked in the mirror. Mascara streaked her face. Her hazel eyes were bloodshot. She ran her hand through her long blond hair, pulling it into a messy bun on top of her head and securing it with the hair tie from her wrist. She stared at herself in the mirror.
“You’ve got this, Maddie. You can do it.”
She pointed to the mirror with her index finger.
You have to.
Unzipping her carry-on bag, Maddie was relieved that she had brought her hydration pack on the trip. Knowing she would need to run every day to maintain her current level of endurance, she had thrown it in her bag. Pulling the vest pack from her suitcase and emptying all the pockets and pouches, she quickly inventoried its contents. With the Jelly Belly Sports beans, sports gels, and energy bars, she had about ten thousand calories with her. Her hydration bladder and water flasks held at least two liters of water. She added the weight up in her head. She would be carrying around ten pounds. 
When running a marathon or endurance race, she didn’t take the hydration bladder or as many energy gels. There was an aid station along the route, and her crew would take position between stations in case she needed a quick pick-me-up. Maddie had carried that much weight when she did backcountry and trail runs, so she knew she could. 
In a Ziploc bag were two headlamps, extra batteries, a compass, and a multifunction mini tool—all requirements from her last race. From her everyday carry pack, she removed the emergency bivvy bag, her Sawyer MINI water filter, and a LifeStraw personal water filter. Maddie shoved them into kangaroo pouch of her vest pack, along with a Ziploc bag of socks and thermals. The last thing in was a weatherproof jacket. 
Maddie undressed and pulled on her running tights. After putting on a tank top, she put on a fresh pair of socks and slid on her running shoes. She wished she had not chosen to bring the red ones. They would stand out too much, but there was nothing she could do about that now.
Gathering up the water flasks and bladder, Maddie filled them in the sink. She pushed the bladder into the pouch and placed it in the hydration vest pack. 
Placing her arms through the arm holes of the vest, she adjusted the straps across her chest. Her runner’s pack was a vest-style. It wrapped around her, fitting snuggly against her body. She tugged on the cords. It felt snug and secure. After placing the soft flask in the front pockets, she strapped one squeeze flask to her wrist. Lastly, she pulled on her dad's Marine Corps Marathon headband, and adjusted it to cover her ears. 
She looked down at the half empty suitcase. Her clothes lay strewn about the floor. She picked them up and threw them into the bag. Maddie did not consider herself overly materialistic, but her suitcase contained some of her favorite clothes. It pained her to just leave them there.
This is crazy. How am I going to run all the way to St. Louis? 
From her Silent Pocket faraday backpack, Maddie retrieved her earbuds, car keys, and a pack of gum. As she placed them in the right side pocket, her hands shook so badly that she dropped her car keys on the floor. She was alone in Chicago and the end of civilization as she knew it had occurred—just as her dad had predicted. She was scared shitless and was not afraid to admit it. Maddie shook her head, attempting to fight back the tears that threatened to spill down her face. 
Harden up, Maddie.
No one was coming to save her. If she were going to make it, she would have to protect herself. She could not afford to let self-doubt and indecision keep her prisoner in the airport. 
St. Louis was about three hundred miles away. The previous week, she had run the New Hampshire 100-mile endurance race in twenty-six hours. So, with needing recovery time between runs, it would take at least a week or more to get home. 
How long will it take if I have to avoid dangerous people? 
She wanted nothing more than to sit back down on the cold tile floor, curl into a ball, and stay there until her mom came to her rescue. 
Mom is not coming, Maddie. Mom is stranded in California.
She had gone with her mother to San Diego. They had brought her grandmother home from the hospital. Her mother wanted Grand to enjoy her last days at home in her own bed surrounded by the things she loved, including her one-eyed dog, Jack. The sudden realization that her mom might not be able to make it back home to Missouri shook her to her core. She had been so focused on herself that she had not even thought about where her mom and brother were. When she had last received a text message from Zach, he had been coming back from his school field trip to Washington, D.C. 
Maddie placed her hands over her face and rubbed her forehead.
Where did he say they had stopped?
Maddie retrieved her cell phone from the floor beside her suitcase, opened her messages app, and clicked on the last message from Zach. He had been in Marshall, Illinois right before the lights went out. 
Maybe the lights aren't out there? 
Although she was unsure where Marshall, Illinois was, she doubted it was anywhere near Chicago. His bus had been heading southwest back to St. Louis. 
He will be all right. There were six teachers on the trip. They’ll get him home.
She checked for cell service one last time before putting her phone in the front pouch of her vest. The light from the phone shined through the mesh fabric. She patted her pockets, adjusted her straps and pulled the cords tight.
Time to get going. 
Maddie slowly unlocked and cracked opened the door. The scene out in the corridor was even more chaotic than before. She could hear raised voices and crying. 
How long was I in there? 
She checked her watch. It was four o’clock. She had at least two hours before it would be dark. Walking down the terminal toward the main hall, she could see that most of the activity centered on the restaurant area of the concourse. People were fighting over what was left of the food. 
She needed a map. She had seen a place that sold books and newspapers when she had gotten coffee earlier.
 They should have maps. There are tourists here, right?
Maddie raced around a corner and saw a floor to ceiling mural of the city of Chicago. It would not replace a paper map that she could take with her, but it would give her a direction to head out in at least. Not knowing the scale of the map, she made a fist and stuck up her thumb, using it as a ruler to calculate distance. 
“Which way are you heading?” the man asked.
A male voice startled her, causing her to jump. She twirled around to find a man in his mid-thirties. Beside the man stood a woman, maybe a little younger than him, and a girl of about ten years old.
“Um—I—south,” Maddie stammered. 
She chastised herself. She had just given out critical information to a stranger. She could hear her father scold her. 
OPSEC, Maddie, her dad would say. 
Operational security means keeping your big trap shut about what you have and where you plan to go. She was sucking at this already. She looked down at her feet.
“Your dad serve?” the man asked, pointing to Maddie’s Marine Corps buff.
“He did. Did you?” she asked, pointing to the U.S. Army National Guard Minute Man logo on his hat.
“I did.” 
“Two tours in Iraq and four in Afghanistan,” the woman added.
“Yeah, my dad spent a lot of time in those places too.”
“Is he with you?” the man asked.
Maddie looked away and swallowed hard, resolved to fight back the tears. She would give anything to have her dad with her right now. 
“I’m Rob Andrews, by the way, and this is my wife April and our daughter Emma.”
Emma gave a timid wave as April stepped forward and extended her hand. Maddie shook it and said, “I’m Maddie Langston.” 
“Look, it is getting bad in here. It’s going to get worse in the city very soon. We're not going to wait around for the lights to come back on. We’re getting out of here, and it looks like you have the same idea,” Rob said.
“Um—yeah, I mean, I was thinking about it. With the airplanes crashing, I was trying to decide how to leave to avoid the runways. I need to head toward Interstate 55, but that is southwest, and it looks like most of the runways are in that direction.”
“You could go due south and then cut over, say, around here.” Rob pointed to 143rd Street on the map mural.
“I wish I had a map to take with me, in case I have to adjust course quickly.”
“I have a map. We are heading south too. We live about fifty miles from here. You are welcome to join us until you need to head west.”
“I don’t know if I should.”
“You shouldn’t be out on the streets alone. It’s not safe on a regular day, but now with the power being out…”
Maddie was leery of leaving the airport with strangers, but he was right. It wasn’t safe to go alone. Safety in numbers, as her dad would say. 
She looked the man over. He had been in the military like her dad. He had his wife and daughter with him.
It should be all right, right?
“Okay. When do you want to leave?”
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Turbulent-Chapter 2
San Diego, California
Day of Event

Beth’s drive back to her mother’s house after dropping off her eighteen-year-old daughter at the San Diego airport was difficult. The doctor had put her mother on hospice care just days before. She hadn’t had time to adjust to the news that her mother would not recover from cancer this time.
Beth’s mother, Florence, had beaten breast cancer twice. The third time it returned, it was in her bones. Her mother was sixty-eight and had led a full, vibrant and active life before this most recent diagnosis.
The traffic was heavy—heavier than she remembered from when she had lived there before marrying her first husband, Greg Langston. But that was ages ago. She had lived all over since then, settling in Missouri. When Greg left the Marines and took the job in St. Louis, Beth had been thrilled.
For the first time in their marriage, they had been able to settle in the place of their choosing. To be honest, though, St. Louis hadn’t been her first choice. She could think of much nicer places to live, but Greg had received a great job offer from a military defense contractor. The job allowed him to be home with Beth and their children, Maddie and Zach.
Beth pulled the car into the third bay of her parents’ three-car garage. She unloaded the groceries and placed them on the marble countertop.
“Beth, is that you?”
“Yes, Mom, it’s me. Can I bring you some juice? I stopped at Panera Bread and bought you some of the chicken and wild rice soup you like.”
“Maybe later, dear. I…”
She was getting weaker and sleeping longer. Beth wasn’t sure if it was because of the cancer or the pain meds. She was incoherent a lot when she was awake. Beth had moved the dining table and china cabinet out of the dining room to set her mother’s hospital bed up there. Her step-father, Frank, was set up in the den, where he spent most of his time. He had suffered a stroke the year before, leaving his left arm paralyzed.
Beth finished putting the groceries away and went into the den to check on Frank.
“Frank, can I get you some soup or a sandwich?”
Frank did not answer her, so she said it louder. The television was blaring. She had to yell to be heard over the commentator’s gloomy newscast.
“Frank,” she yelled.
“What? Why are you yelling at me?” Frank asked, glowering at her over his shoulder.
He turned back to stare at the television before she could finish her sentence. She rolled her eyes and went back to the kitchen.
“I’ll just make him a tray, and if he is hungry, he’ll eat it,” she said out loud, her tone exasperated.
“What did you say?” Frank called from the den.
Beth shook her head and pulled a bowl from the cabinet next to the sink. She made Frank a tray and sat it on the coffee table in front of him.
“You're blocking the television,” Frank barked, craning his neck around her.
China’s president, Xi Jinping, is said to have facilitated the talks between North Korean leader Kim Jong Un and the United States. U.S. State Department spokesman, Robin Payton, said Monday that the president had rejected calls from China, Russia and North Korea to lift sanctions imposed on the isolated state. The U.S. remains committed to only doing so when Pyongyang makes further progress toward denuclearization on the Korean Peninsula. Further talks between Chairman Kim and President Rhynard have yet to be scheduled.
“You can’t trust those damn commie North Koreans. Are they nuts or something? What the hell are we talking to them for anyway,” Frank yelled at the television.
Beth had never been so tired of listening to the news in her life.
Why in the world did they invent twenty-four hour news stations, anyway? All they do is repeat the same bad news over and over.
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The hospice nurse, Sandy arrived shortly after one o’clock that afternoon. She took her mother’s vitals and adjusted her morphine pump.
“She is sleeping most of the time now. Is it from the meds?” Beth asked as she walked Sandy to her car.
“Her urine output has decreased again. I increased her fluids, but I think her kidneys are shutting down.”
The nurse put a hand on Beth's shoulder. Her eyes were full of sympathy.
“It is just a matter of days now—maybe three or four. If you have family to call in, I’d say now would be the time. She will likely slip into a coma in a day or two.”
Beth inhaled and held it. She had known those words were coming. She had felt it in her heart, and she’d thought she was prepared for it. Beth thanked Sandy and walked back into the house. All she wanted to do was go upstairs to her room, crawl into bed, and pull up the covers. That was what she had done after her husband Greg had died. She had shut down. Sleep was her only comfort. She didn’t have the luxury of retreat today. She had ill parents and a lazy one-eyed dog to care for.
Jack slept in the bed with Beth’s mother. He rarely left her side. She stroked the dog’s head as she stared down at her mom. He lifted his head from the bed, shifted position, then put his head on her mother’s leg. Feeling sorry for her mother’s furry child, she decided she would reheat the chicken and rice she had made him the day before.
“Jack—you want some lunch?”
Jack’s paws hit the wood floor, and a flash of white fur streaked by her feet. Jack loved food.
“What are we going to do with you, little guy?”
She hated the thought of taking him to an animal rescue, but her husband, Jason would never allow her to bring him home with her. They already had a dog he didn’t like.
As Beth followed Jack into the kitchen, an ear-piercing emergency alert tone emitted from Frank’s television. Beth’s first thought was the alert was for a wildfire. They had not had rain in a while. Beth placed the kitchen towel she held in her hand onto the counter and walked into the den just as the emergency alert message began to scroll across the screen.
We interrupt our programming; this is a national emergency. The Department of Homeland Security has issued a national emergency alert. Residents are asked to shelter in place until further notice. Stay tuned to this channel for updates. This is not a test.
Beth heard the alert tone on her cell phone and ran to the kitchen to retrieve it.
Presidential Alert
THIS IS NOT A TEST. This is a national emergency. Shelter in place until further notice.
“What the hell?” Frank said.
Beth clicked the news app on her phone to check for news about the emergency but found none. She opened the Facebook app and scrolled through the messages. She stared down at her phone as her news feed refreshed. A story from a San Diego news station informed the city that the nation had been attacked. Beth dropped to the floor on her knees, her cell phone skidding across the floor. Crawling over and to pick up her phone, she leaned against the kitchen cabinets and read the article.
San Diego Daily News has been informed that at approximately twenty-three minutes past three this afternoon, a nuclear device exploded in the atmosphere above the United States. Information is still coming in regarding the extent of the damage this detonation has caused, and areas affected. But right now we know that communications with most of the nation have been interrupted. An official with the governor’s office has told Daily News that they have no information regarding further attacks. A state of emergency has been declared, and residents have been ordered to shelter in place until further notice. We expect a formal statement from the governor later today. Stay tuned for further details.
Beth kept scrolling through her news feed hoping for more news. She tapped on contacts, selected Maddie’s cell number, and pressed call button. The call failed so she couldn’t even leave a voicemail. She opened her message app and typed a message to Maddie and Zach, then tapped the send button. She waited. A moment later, a message appeared telling her that delivery had failed.
Beth buried her head in her hands. Being cut off from her children during a national emergency was beyond any heartache she had ever experienced. Rocking back and forth, she tried to control her panic. She repeatedly tapped the messages send button hoping desperately that it would go through.
Placing her hands on the counter, Beth pulled herself to her feet. She ran her hands through her hair. Her mind wanted to go numb, but she could not give in to that. Walking over to the sink, she washed her face and dried off with a kitchen towel. She heard a news anchor discussing the shelter in place order and headed back to the den.
Frank was unusually quiet as he and Beth sat staring at the television screen.  All anyone could say was that no one knew what the damage was throughout the rest of the country. All planes had been grounded and a state-wide curfew had been ordered. No one was allowed out of their homes except essential personnel.
[image: ]


It was hours before news reports came in about the blackout caused by the electromagnetic pulse, or EMP. A so-called expert explained the effects of an EMP detonated at three-hundred-mile altitude. As far as they had determined, the unaffected areas include parts of California, Oregon, Washington, and Alaska. Beth didn’t need to listen to the rest. She understood the effects of an EMP. Her deceased husband, Greg, had studied it as one of the possible scenarios he foresaw happening.
She was cut off from her children and her husband, Jason. She was two thousand miles away, and there was nothing she could do to protect them. Worse yet, they were both away from home and separated from each other. Zach would have his school teachers for help and support, but Maddie was stranded in an airport in a large, densely populated city.
Beth paced the room. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t think of a single thing she could do to help her children or even try to get to them. The roads were shut down. The authorities were not allowing anyone to travel. Walking two thousand miles without any gear was impossible.
“Beth? Where are you, Beth?”
“I’m right here, Mom. I'm coming.”
No matter how desperately she wanted to get home to her children. She knew she could not leave her dying mother, and it would be foolish to go alone anyway. She wouldn’t make it out of California, let alone across four states of chaos and devastation.
Even though ever cell in her body wanted to get to her children, she would have to stay there and care for her parents.
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