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Prologue 
 
      
 
    “It’s a green light. Get a move on, idiot…” 
 
      
 
    Len muttered under his breath as he sat in the roasting container that was his car. The summer so far had already hit record temperatures and recent reports hinted at it only getting worse.  
 
      
 
    Power lines were overheating and Len’s satellite TV had gone out on account of the dish getting misaligned, likely from the metal warping under the intense heat. After missing out on his “guaranteed promotion” last year and now half of his wage going on child support, Len could barely scrape together the money to fix it.  
 
      
 
    He had a pretty good handle on DIY, James’s tree house in his backyard was evidence enough of that. But when it came to dealing with electronics, that’s where Len started to fall short as a man. Sometimes he did think he was better cut out for a life without technology.  
 
      
 
    With the thought of his son popping into his head Len glanced at his watch and shook his head. He was definitely going to be late. This was the third time in a month he’d had to stay after hours at the office; the new guy who’d been promoted above him was incapable of getting things out on time.  
 
      
 
    Now he only had an hour to get home, video-call with his son and make it back for the company networking event. His face automatically fell into a scowl at the thought of all the mingling he would have to do. Even the thought of having to put on a suit jacket and tie made him uncomfortable. Sweat was already dripping from his brow even with his car’s AC at full blast.  
 
      
 
    Reaching for his phone in his pants pocket Len prayed it still had some battery life left. Perhaps if he managed to at least speak to his son on time he could get let off the hook. Although his heart sank at not being able to look at James’s face for another few days.  
 
      
 
    Battery overheated – do not use! 
 
      
 
    Len swore and tossed his cell onto the passenger seat. Typical. His ex was going to have a field day if he missed this call again.  
 
      
 
    After their divorce six months ago, Amy had decided to move away from Chicago and across Lake Michigan to the pleasant beachside town of South Haven. That meant that she’d taken James away too. A big part of Len resented her for that. James was only eight and now Len was going to miss so much of his childhood. He loved that little boy more than anything in the world, and only seeing him every other weekend was already breaking his heart.  
 
      
 
    Not today, he thought as he slammed his fist onto his steering wheel, blasting out the car horn at full volume. “Drive!” He found himself shouting, although no one outside of his car was able to hear him.  
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, Len took a deep breath after his outburst, knowing he needed to calm down before he spoke to James. He glanced down at the radio and flicked it on, trying to take his mind off of the traffic that was his temporary prison. Yet another weather report was coming through and although it was obvious the weather wasn’t going to change, Len still cranked up the volume to learn more.  
 
      
 
    Temperatures are forecast to rise up and over a hundred this week, with more clear skies and scorching days on the horizon. Residents are advised to stay inside as much as possible… water… avoid using…  
 
      
 
    Len’s brow crinkled as the radio signal cut out, the pleasant voice of the reporter fading into static. Surely the heat wasn’t so bad that it was frying his car radio… was it?  
 
      
 
    Curious—and well aware of a local bar on the corner he’d spent a lot of time in during the months after his divorce—Len flicked on his indicator to switch lanes, heading for the small parking lot just off the main thoroughfare through downtown Chicago. 
 
      
 
    Janet, the proprietor of the place, would let him use the phone to call his son. She’d been a sympathetic ear to him on more occasions than he could count. Plus, there was the promise of a cold refreshment to help deal with the heat. And a few beers before the networking event would definitely help time pass quicker. 
 
      
 
    A few more painful minutes in traffic and a quick parking job later, Len’s feet were pounding on the hot sidewalk, the thought of a cold beer ever so tempting. As he dodged the pedestrians, though, a niggling thought started to creep into the back of his mind.  
 
      
 
    There was something about this heat wave, something different. Sure, Chicago had the occasional boiling hot day, but extended periods of heat like this were almost unheard of. Len had lived in Illinois for the best part of thirty years and he’d definitely encountered more snow than sun.  
 
      
 
    Something about the weather seemed exaggerated in some way. He could almost see the heatwaves dancing around the edge of buildings and shimmering above the sidewalk. For Chicago, that definitely wasn’t natural.  
 
      
 
    The pleasant rush of cool air as Len tugged open the door to O’Riley’s brought back so many memories. He couldn’t be there now without thinking of Amy, of everything he’d so foolishly let slip through his fingers. It took all his strength to keep walking straight toward the bar and not slide into the booth he’d become so attached to in his mourning days.  
 
      
 
    For a second his mind was back in the weeks just before his divorce. The heartache, sleepless nights and shouted words. The side of his head twinged as he re-lived the moment Amy had thrown a hardback copy of Great Expectations at him one evening toward the end. How had he let everything get so out of control? 
 
      
 
    Dodging between people, Len tried to make his way to the bar to find Janet. Then the atmosphere in O’Riley’s grabbed his attention and instantly Len was back in the present. Instead of rowdy drinking and people chatting and bantering, everyone in the bar was staring silently at the television. A beautiful young lady sat with a serious expression on her face, the tagline at the bottom of the screen reading: Dangerous weather warning. Stay indoors. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Len asked quietly to a man he’d ended up standing next to, but was only met with a barrage of shushing noises from the man and half of the rest of the bar. Rolling his eyes slightly, Len obliged and leaned in to hear the remainder of the news report, his jaw gradually dropping open further with each sentence that was spoken.  
 
      
 
    Again, if you’re just tuning in, NASA is predicting the impact of this mass ejection to occur within roughly twenty-four hours. Federal officials have declared a state of emergency across the entire country, and we’ve heard from FEMA that they are anticipating mass casualties in the tens, perhaps hundreds of thousands. They are encouraging everyone to stock up on food, water and medical supplies, to remain calm and to stay indoors. Everyone should be prepared for brownouts and blackouts, and if you own a portable generator you should ensure it’s in good working order. Emergency services will undoubtedly be strained and overloaded and it’s not known at this time whether they’ll be able to function properly or, if so, to what degree. Therefore we encourage everyone to stay indoors and refrain from trying to travel to those close to you. Roadways need to be clear so the emergency services can work to their full capacity. While we aren’t quite sure what long-term effects may occur from this unprecedented phenomena, state and federal agencies are working to find ways to reduce potential damage to public utilities, and exp… more i… hours, so… tuned… 
 
      
 
    Suddenly the bar exploded with activity. Where only seconds ago there had been stunned silence and stillness, everyone was now shouting at and over each other and scrambling to get outside. So sudden was the switch from calm to panic that Len took a hard shove in the back and tumbled into the side of the bar, knocking his head in the process.  
 
      
 
    The motion brought him to his senses and immediately Len became part of the sea of bodies rushing out onto the street. The thirty or so others in the place quickly vanished as they ran down sidewalks and to their vehicles, leaving Len standing alone on the sidewalk, back out in the heat.  
 
      
 
    He contemplated going back inside for a moment, but with the television out the phones would probably be down as well. Then, of course, there was the whole issue with the announcement that he had only managed to catch the tail end of. Whatever was going on was serious—the reaction of the bar’s customers told him that—but out on the street and in the line of cars passing by, calm still seemed to prevail.  
 
      
 
    They must not have heard the news. The thought was like an icy grip to his heart, and he felt a chill run up his back. The radio in his car had died so it was likely that others had died, too. If his phone had become too hot to function, perhaps many others had, as well. By some happenstance he had managed to be one of the first to hear about this incoming disaster—but he wouldn’t be alone in his knowledge for long.  
 
      
 
    With that in mind he dashed straight for his car, praying that it was still only the radio that had stopped working. After a few fearful seconds the engine spluttered and his battered SUV roared back to life. On the receiving end of several angry car horns, Len pulled out into the line of traffic and began weaving through as best he could. He needed to get out of the city center; people were about to go crazy.  
 
      
 
    Traffic had thinned somewhat in the fifteen minutes Len had spent inside the bar, reminding him just how much he despised trying to get home during rush hour. He pulled across several lanes at once, taking advantage of a brief gap in traffic caused by a red light.  
 
      
 
    He had to find somewhere to make a U-turn. He needed to get back to the office and call James. He had to make sure Amy had seen the news and that they were taking proper precautions, whatever those were. Although as much as it pained him to admit it, he knew James would be safer with Amy right now than with him. She had always been more prepared than he was; it was one of the things that had initially attracted Len to her in the beginning.  
 
      
 
    It pays to be one step ahead, she had told him one night as she researched the area around the small bed and breakfast they were visiting the following weekend. Now he hoped with all his might she still lived by that mantra. But even if that was the case, he still needed to see them one more time. He still wasn’t going to miss his call.  
 
      
 
    His heart thumped hard in his chest, the words of the announcer on the television echoing through his head. 
 
      
 
    … impact of this mass ejection… 
 
    … long-term effects… 
 
    … potential damage to public utilities… 
 
      
 
    Len knew nothing about mass ejections, whatever they were, beyond what he had failed to listen to during his required Physics 101 class back in college. The images on the bar’s television screen of the sun and a massive stream of something coming off it sparked a memory, though.  
 
      
 
    It was something he had caught on late-night TV, one of the Sunday evening science specials. Something about the sun’s corona? His face contorted as he dug through the memories, trying to peel back something that would help explain what could possibly cause enough damage to create so much panic. 
 
      
 
    So engrossed was Len in his thoughts that the white blur out of the corner of his eye and the red light blazing past overhead didn’t register, though the impact on the side of the SUV did.  
 
      
 
    The driver’s side windows shattered and Len’s SUV went careening off to the right, spinning around from the impact of the truck on the back half of his own car. Time felt like it was slowing as the seatbelt dug into his chest and the airbags deployed with a loud pop, surrounding him for a brief second and keeping him from smashing his head against the frame of the door. 
 
      
 
    All of Len’s thoughts about the potentials of what was happening were gone, replaced by a dull throbbing pain in his neck and head. His blurred vision gradually cleared and he saw that his SUV had been pushed across the road and up onto the sidewalk. Fearing the worst for any potential bystanders as well as the driver who had hit him, Len pulled at his seatbelt for a moment before finally releasing it. Then slowly he pushed open his door and stumbled out of the car. 
 
      
 
    The sputter of an engine drew his attention immediately and he turned to see the truck that had just rammed him cough back to life. It pulled back, leaving its front bumper behind, and headed down the way it was originally going. Too shocked to say anything, Len just barely caught sight of the driver’s face and the mask of terror that was etched across it.  
 
      
 
    A loud bang from another crash drew Len’s attention, followed by another, and he looked down the road at the next intersection to see a five-car pileup. His ears, still ringing from the initial impact, began to clear, and the shouts and screams of those around him started to filter through. He turned, focusing on the panicked voices, trying to discern their source and cause.  
 
      
 
    “They said it’s a disaster!” 
 
    “Twenty-four hours or less!” 
 
    “We need food! Water! Anything!” 
 
      
 
    His mouth grew instantly dry as Len witnessed a young girl running from a burning vehicle. Her jacket was ablaze and she struggled to free herself from the flames that were spreading across her body. He wanted to move. To go to her. But something held Len in place. He could only watch in horror as she let out a piercing scream and ran down a sidewalk that led to the lake. She was never going to make it, that much Len was certain of. 
 
      
 
    More and more chaos caught Len’s eye as his gaze darted across the once busy intersection he was stuck on. Bodies were hanging out of cars and scattering the road. The sound of traffic had been replaced with the angry crackle of fire and the desperate sound of people crying. No traffic was moving now; nothing could get through the destruction that Len was caught in the middle of.  
 
      
 
    Pairs and small groups huddled together as they ran back and forth across the road and down the sidewalks, the panic in their voices growing even as they increased their speed. Word of the mass ejection—whatever it was—had spread faster than Len could have possibly anticipated. 
 
      
 
    Chicago was falling apart around him, but Len could only think of one thing. He needed to reach his son. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Introduction 
 
      
 
    In 1859, the Sun spewed out a massive stream of plasma, known as a coronal mass ejection, which impacted with the Earth and caused the Carrington Event.  
 
      
 
    When this stream of particles collided with our planet, it caused the Earth's magnetic field to be compressed on one side and elongated on the other. When the magnetic field snapped back into place, it released power into the upper atmosphere on the terawatt scale, destroying the European and North American telegraph networks and even causing fires in the telegraph stations due to how much energy was being delivered along the lines.

Avid fans of the post-apocalyptic genre and followers of modern and future warfare will undoubtedly know the term "electromagnetic pulse." It's a clear and present danger, but in almost every instance the danger is presented as coming from an artificial source, like a nuclear bomb exploding in the atmosphere.  
 
      
 
    In reality the coronal mass ejection, or CME, itself is just as dangerous, if not more so, due to the randomness with which it can occur. In each eleven-year period of waxing and waning solar activity, an average of 2-3 CMEs are detected coming off of the Sun each and every day during the most active periods. If a solar flare is akin to a muzzle flash from a gun, then a CME is the bullet—a terrifying and dangerous bullet.

Due to the low frequency of a CME’s electromagnetic energy burst, its effects largely do not affect things like personal electronics and other standalone devices, or at least it wouldn't in the past. Infrastructure such as power lines are perfect "antennas" for such an event, and would readily conduct the energy, leading to their destruction along with anything connected to them. Oil and gas pipelines could also be affected, leading to their rapid corrosion, and cables used for phone and Internet connectivity would all be destroyed. 

While items like phones, laptops and car computers would be unaffected by the CME, a large enough ejection combined with a direct impact would cause worldwide destruction. Homes and businesses would almost instantly catch fire from power transmission lines being overloaded. Anything connected to ground-based wires could be destroyed, leading to a collapse of the Internet along with the power infrastructure. Orbital communications would also be gone, as satellites would cease to function under the wave of plasma particles streaming through the Earth's magnetic field.

In the present day, everyone thinks they're invincible. News reports on global warming, threats of nuclear attacks, massive fires, earthquakes, hurricanes and more pop up on the news, but they're either given no serious airtime or they eventually get resolved. They only affect an arguably small enough portion of the population for the rest of the world to shrug their shoulders and keep on going.  
 
      
 
    No one wants to believe that a disaster that would affect them directly could happen in their lifetime, and even if that thought occurs for a second, we believe recycling our plastic and turning out the bedroom light is enough to save us. 

Nuclear weapons can be influenced by diplomacy. Fires can eventually be quenched. Buildings can be rebuilt. We can control—or at least respond to—many of the disasters and potential problems in the world today.

In the end, the most terrifying thing about a CME is how none of us have any control over it. All we can do is hold on, try to survive, and pray to make it through to the other side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    It was such a beautiful day in South Haven. Amy sauntered along the beach, making the short walk from her new publishing job to James’s new school. He had finally settled in now. He and a couple of the other boys were thick as thieves; Amy had even had them both over for a play date last week.  
 
      
 
    She had been dubious about moving James away from his father, but she knew she couldn’t stay in that marriage any longer. It wasn’t that she thought Len didn’t love her anymore—in fact, a part of Amy knew he still did—but she had felt for too long that she was only second best to his job. All the time he had spent away from home trying to get that promotion. All the nights he’d come home late, his breath harbouring the familiar smell of whiskey.  
 
      
 
    Eventually Amy decided enough was enough and the divorce had to follow. Six months later she and James were starting their new life in South Haven. New job, new school, new opportunities. The future was whatever Amy wanted to make of it and she was looking forward to a clean slate.  
 
      
 
    It would take something truly astronomical to ruin her day.  
 
      
 
    As Amy continued the short walk to pick up her son, she cast her eyes out to Lake Michigan. From her vantage point you could easily believe it to be the ocean, the sun dazzling off the water and locals relaxing along the beach. There were even a few people kayaking in the water.  
 
      
 
    The weather they’d been having this summer was the best Amy had ever experienced. She used to come to South Haven when she was a child with her family, but even thinking back those twenty-odd years she knew it had never been this hot this regularly.  
 
      
 
    Amy took it as a good omen. There’d hardly been a single day of bad weather since she moved here and that, she decided, was a very good sign. Reaching into her pocket Amy withdrew her cell. The view was just too perfect for her to not take a picture, even if she now did the same walk five days a week.  
 
      
 
    She swiped her finger across her screen, automatically opening up the camera app and focused on the two kayakers in the distance. It almost looked like a postcard; Amy smiled, tapping on her screen to take her pictures.  
 
      
 
    Once she’d sufficiently captured the moment, Amy slid her cell back into her pocket and continued her walk. She had to pick James up on time today, especially as he was due to have a video call with Len later.  
 
      
 
    Choosing her path around the lake, Amy stepped up to a pedestrian crossing and waited for the lights to change. She was milliseconds away from stepping out into the road when a rough hand grabbed her t-shirt and pulled her back onto the sidewalk.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” Amy twisted around to glare at the man who’d grabbed her when a car came racing past on the road. Had her feet left the sidewalk Amy quickly realized she would have been knocked dead. The man behind her had actually saved her life.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she stuttered, shocked by the reality of the situation.  
 
      
 
    The man simply smiled and stepped around her to cross the road, the speeding car long gone into the distance. Amy looked twice and did the same, thankful she didn’t already have her son with her. She barely made it to the other sidewalk, however, before more cars came speeding from the same direction.  
 
      
 
    Amy jumped to safety out of the road and watched as the two cars raced past her. She got a glimpse of the drivers’ panicked faces as they disregarded the red light at the crossing and suddenly a feeling of dread started to creep into Amy’s psyche.  
 
      
 
    What had happened in that direction? The direction of James’s school…  
 
      
 
    Immediately Amy’s pace increased. She was half jogging toward her son when a huge explosion tore through the air in front of her. A wave of pure heat knocked Amy off of her feet and she was flung backwards onto the sidewalk. Her head smacked into the concrete and blood instantly began to pour from the wound.  
 
      
 
    Dazed, Amy touched a finger to her forehead and winced. Blood was coming out of a gash thick and fast, the sidewalk already speckled red beneath her. Thinking quickly she tugged her scrunchie from her ponytail and over her head, fastening it in place like a sweatband over her injury.  
 
      
 
    Amy squinted off in the distance of the explosion, the dramatic increase of heat almost overpowering as she forced herself to her feet. Was it a terrorist attack? Had those three cars zooming past earlier planted a bomb? Was James still at school? Was he still alive? 
 
      
 
    In an instant all the pain Amy felt in her head subsided and she was overpowered by the need to see her son. She started running full pelt, heading right into the throng of danger, but she didn’t care. If that’s where her eight-year-old son was then it’s where she needed to be as well.  
 
      
 
    As she ran, Amy pulled her cell from her pocket once more and hit speed dial six. Pressing the device to her ear she prayed for someone to pick up, even if it was another one of the kids at the school, she just wanted to hear someone’s voice.  
 
      
 
    An angry dial tone buzzed in her ears instead and Amy scowled as she continued to run. The phone line’s just busy, she told herself, all the other parents will be trying to call as well. Amy refused to let the other possibility cross her mind as she redialed, desperate to find out what had happened to her son’s school in the explosion.  
 
      
 
    This time when she held her cell to her ear there was no dial tone. She couldn’t hear anything. Looking at the screen Amy realized her phone had switched off and frantically held her finger over the power button to restart it. Instead of springing back to life, however, her cell gradually started to heat up her hand. She flinched and swapped hands, slowing her run to a jog in order to try to figure out what had happened.  
 
      
 
    To Amy’s disbelief a crack started to form down the screen. She moved her cell quickly from one hand to the other as it continued to heat up, eventually slowing to a stop and dropping it on the sidewalk in front of her. Her hands were red from the heat of the cell, but what was happening to it in front of her eyes was even more concerning.  
 
      
 
    The plastic snapped away from the glass screen and smoke started to rise from the black device. Amy’s eyes widened as she realized her cell was about to overheat and explode. Not wanting to be near another explosion she gave the phone a wide berth and continued running toward the school—ironically the direction of the first explosion.  
 
      
 
    A bang behind her told Amy she had been right and her phone had exploded. Then she heard screeching tires and an even louder bang as metal crashed into metal. A car crash? Amy refused to look back. She had to get to her son.  
 
      
 
    As she rounded the final corner before 47th Street where she should find James, another explosion burst only a few yards ahead of her. Her arms flung up instantly to shield her eyes as somehow Amy managed to stay on her feet during this follow-up disaster.  
 
      
 
    It was a gas station. The smell of gasoline now lay thick in the air as Amy realized one of the fuel tanks in the gas station had exploded. The sight before her eyes was horrific. Charred remains of human bodies lay in the direct vicinity, their bodies so badly burned Amy struggled to identify if they were men or women.  
 
      
 
    Vehicles had all screeched to a halt in the middle of the road and people were running in all directions, trying to escape the spread of fire as it jumped from building to building. Due to the extremely hot summer South Haven had been experiencing, it meant everything was dry and the trees lining the sidewalk were kindling waiting to happen.  
 
      
 
    Amy remained frozen on the corner for a second, her eyes darting between the dead bodies. None of them looked like children. None of them could be her son. The relief Amy felt for a second was quickly washed away as her gaze watched the fire tearing down the street. Tearing toward the small school that James was a part of.  
 
      
 
    Once again ignoring any regard for her own safety Amy started running. She was chasing the fire now, forcing her feet to slam into the hot asphalt of the road as she raced toward her son’s school. The fire was definitely going to get there first. She knew she wasn’t fast enough.  
 
      
 
    But the children won’t still be inside, Amy told herself. They’ll have been evacuated to safety. He’ll have been evacuated to safety. He’ll be safe. He’ll be safe. He’ll be safe…  
 
      
 
    Amy repeated the mantra to herself as she sprinted down 47th Street. The fire had already reached the school building, she could see the flames curling over the fence and caressing the wooden play area round the back. She drew to a halt outside the school gates, the heat of the fire almost unbearable this close. The yard was empty, the doors of the school wide open as it looked to have been evacuated in a hurry.  
 
      
 
    So where were the children? Where was James? 
 
      
 
    “Mom!”  
 
      
 
    Amy spun round at the sound, refusing to believe her ears. But the sight of her son crushed her doubts instantly and she broke into a run again. Dropping to the ground Amy wrapped her arms around James, breathing in his smell from the top of his head and squeezing until he struggled for breath in her arms.  
 
      
 
    “Oh baby,” Amy smiled at her son as she finally released him from her hug, “I’m so glad you’re okay.” 
 
      
 
    “We left just before the explosion,” James replied to her, a serious tone in his young voice. “I knew you’d come and get me soon.” 
 
      
 
    “You left before the explosion?” Amy narrowed her eyes at her son, “How could you have known the explosion was going to happen?” 
 
      
 
    “Mrs. Rodgers,” a member of the staff entered into Amy’s field of vision, a serious expression on her face to match the tone of her son’s voice. “If you come back to our evac point I’ll explain everything to you.” 
 
      
 
    Amy dutifully followed the teacher further down the street, ignoring the sting of bitterness that—despite the situation—still came with being called by her ex-husband’s name. Fire crews were starting to arrive on the scene now and Amy was eager to get her son as far away as possible. 
 
      
 
    The fire was still tumbling the buildings all along the street; the temperature must have reached well above a hundred in the area by now. Firefighters leapt from their trucks before they’d completely stopped moving, shooting strong jets of water onto the fire. Somehow Amy didn’t think it would be enough and she pushed James to move faster back to the school’s evacuation point.  
 
      
 
    “How did you know the explosion was going to happen then?” Amy questioned the teacher once they were a safe distance away. She recognized the woman from some school event, but knew she had no hope of remembering her name in her current state of mind.  
 
      
 
    “Did you not see the news?” The teacher looked confused. “It was all over the TV, and the radio. What did they call it, a solar flare? A coronal ejection or something? We’ve all been told to…” 
 
      
 
    The teacher continued, Amy soaking up every piece of information. Suddenly something clicked in her head. The rising temperatures, her cell phone dying, the gas tanks exploding, the speeding cars, the panicked people. This was something serious and currently she was just standing in the middle of it, listening to some clueless teacher try to suggest what was best for her and her son. Amy couldn’t begin to try to put all the pieces together, but she could tell it wasn’t good. If it had already been on the news then she’d missed a vital chunk of information, information she needed to take care of her boy.  
 
      
 
    Snapping into immediate action once more, she took James by the hand and steered him away from the rest of his school members. They were not going to weather this storm in the open. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Glancing from burning vehicle to screaming person, Len knew in an instant he needed to get off the intersection. This could only be the beginning, so things could only get worse from there on out. Quickly his mind ran through the options of where he should go.  
 
      
 
    Back to O’Riley’s? Janet should still be there and maybe together they could formulate a plan. The idea quickly faded in Len’s mind and he knew she would never want to leave her pub, plus that place was in the center of all the chaos, it would be like walking back into the lion’s den.  
 
      
 
    Somehow he needed to get home. Maybe the full impact of whatever was happening hadn’t reached that far yet. Central Chicago was madness, but his house in the suburbs should be safer. Although without a car Len realized it could take him days to get there in the current state. He needed somewhere closer, somewhere he could wait for the initial disaster to subside and for people to calm down.  
 
      
 
    People had to calm down, he thought to himself. This ejection was already all over the news, everyone in government had to be aware of it. They’d be sending aid out to the city soon and when it arrived Len needed to be ready.  
 
      
 
    That only left him one option. Unfastening the top button on his shirt, Len decided he needed to go back to the office; there would be people there who could help. Maybe some of the computers still worked so he could get in touch with his son from there. It was the safest place he could think of to start.  
 
      
 
    But knowing where to go was one thing, getting there was a completely separate matter. 
 
      
 
    Bright fire and terrified screams still consumed his senses. While Len had remained motionless for a few minutes, the city around him was as alive as it had ever been. 
 
      
 
    A loud smash drew Len’s attention behind him. Two young boys, probably around fifteen or sixteen, had hurled a tire into a shop window and were climbing inside. His immediate thought was that they were thieving, taking advantage of the lack of security and lining their pockets with treasures.  
 
      
 
    As he watched them emerge, however, Len noticed they were carrying bottles of water, a first aid kit, and clean clothes. He looked on as they ran over to a middle-aged couple in the middle of the road. The woman—probably their mother—was unconscious, a massive pool of blood flowing from her abdomen. The man knelt over her, his hands pressed into the wound trying to stop the bleeding.  
 
      
 
    Len blinked back tears as he saw the two sons trying to help save their mother. He saw a family falling apart in front of his eyes and everywhere else people ran, their own problems to focus on.  
 
      
 
    What if that was Amy? The thought chilled Len to the bone. Somewhere his ex-wife and son were in their own battle for survival, fighting against the fires that consumed the cities to survive. He had to get to them; he couldn’t let his family be broken.  
 
      
 
    In an instant he started moving, weaving his way through people and around death. His head was still pounding from the car crash he was in only a few moments earlier, his eyes blurring in and out of focus as he half jogged in the direction of his office.  
 
      
 
    A piercing scream caught his attention as Len made it halfway down the block, rising above the rest. He looked into the road expecting to see someone caught in a burning vehicle but the bodies amongst the flames were too many to count. Then a loud crack sounded just ahead of him and he saw the support of a building begin to falter.  
 
      
 
    A huge transport carrier had crashed into the side of the corner building, taking out the entire of the ground floor support. Flames curled around the cab of the vehicle, consuming what had once been a building lobby with bright orange fire.  
 
      
 
    Dragging his gaze upwards Len saw the windows filled with people. Each one of them was screaming for help, begging for a way out of their prison. To go down would to be burnt alive; to stay where they were would to be a waiting game. Wait for the fire to reach them, or wait for the building to collapse.  
 
      
 
    A woman held a young baby in a window on the third floor, no more than a year old, Len guessed. He clenched his jaw at the thought of what awaited the baby and its mother, already trapped in their coffin, counting down the moments until the lid sealed itself.  
 
      
 
    An even worse sight caught his eye at the window above. A man of roughly equal age to Len, also trapped and waiting to die. Except this man had other ideas. He flung a rope of fabric from the window, haphazardly fashioned from sheets and clothing. Len knew immediately what he was about to attempt, but the rope barely reached above the first floor.  
 
      
 
    Still he stared on as the man manoeuvred himself out of the window, hovering half in and half out as he tested his weight on the makeshift rope. Len pressed his back into the wall behind him, flinching away from the hordes of people running past as he was unable to tear his eyes away from the man.  
 
      
 
    He abseiled down slowly, sliding his feet along the wall of the now tilting building. Len held his breath. Someone else had appeared at the window the man had evacuated —another man, ensuring the rope held firm and didn’t slip. That gave the abseiler more confidence and he started moving quicker, steadily approaching the third floor window where the woman and baby cried.  
 
      
 
    Len’s mouth dropped open as the man slowed, resting one foot on the third floor windowsill to take some of his weight. He seemed to be speaking to the woman, although what words they chose to share Len couldn’t guess at. The explanation was soon clear however, as the woman handed her baby over to the man, tucking it tightly in the folds of a zip jacket.  
 
      
 
    The baby was going to be saved. Len’s mouth grew dry as he refused to look away from the man, now moving even slower than before with the precious cargo he was holding. He made it down to the second window, still firmly sealed shut to the outside world. Whoever lived there must not have been home, Len thought; they had been lucky.  
 
      
 
    As the abseiler passed by the window, a horrible sight caught Len’s eye. Flames were flickering against the end of the rope, the corner of a bed sheet blowing too close to the dangerous red breeze. It caught alight and Len let out a strangled sound in horror.  
 
      
 
    Faster than the man could move, the flames started to work their way up the rope, hunting out the kill that lay ahead of them. With the second window closed it was too far for the man to climb, try as he might. But with only one hand for the rope—the other securing the baby—he struggled to make any distance away from the fire.  
 
      
 
    Len took an involuntary step forward as he saw the man freeze on the rope. He looked up to the mother in the window, the one who had handed over her child in the hope it would survive the day. There was little hope now. Len inched another step forward as the flames licked at the man’s feet, only seconds away from consuming him now. Then he did what Len could never imagine doing. He let go of the rope, wrapping his arms firmly around the baby and falling backwards onto the sidewalk below.  
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t hear the impact of the body hitting the ground over the rest of the noise, but he knew the outcome already. He shrunk back against the wall and swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat, unable to force his eyes back up to the mother in the window. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts of Amy and James once more assaulted his head. He couldn’t stand around any longer, he couldn’t help any of these people, but maybe he could help his family. Somehow.  
 
      
 
    Picking up his feet again Len continued moving toward his office building. He wasn’t far away, the gridlock traffic of only a few hours earlier keeping him nearby but also feeling like a lifetime ago. The roads were gridlocked in a completely different manner now and he found himself praying for the comfortable irritation of traffic.  
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped down his face as he ran, pushing his body to the limit in order to find some shred of solitude. The heat was indescribable, like something Len had never experienced before. He remembered one time he went on holiday to Egypt and thought being there was like being in the depths of hell it was so hot. Now he truly understood what hell was and he was standing right in the middle of it.  
 
      
 
    Fighting against tides of people, some running to safety like him, others clutching bloody wounds or trying to save loved ones, Len eventually had his office building in sight. Relief washed over him as he noticed the building holding firm. Cars were crashed around it, but none had come near the actual building.  
 
      
 
    The underground parking lot was his destination. With fireproof doors and thick insulation from the ground, Len knew that would be the safest place for him. But first he had to go into the office itself. Although he knew it was probably hopeless, his need to reach his son was too strong to ignore. If he could find just one working phone or computer, some way to get in touch with South Haven. He had to try.  
 
      
 
    Tugging open the building doors, the sight inside made Len’s eyes water. The lobby was filled with injured people; some with grotesque burns covering their body, others lying in pools of blood. The receptionist, Juliet, moved amongst the injured, her emergency first aid training coming out in full force.  
 
      
 
    But there was little Juliet could do for these people. Len gasped as he saw a young girl, her arm torn clear away from her body. There was no way these people were going to make it, the chaos the explosions had caused already too great to recover from quickly.  
 
      
 
    Ashamed of himself, Len moved between the injured, refusing to look any of them in the eyes after the young girl. Some might call him a coward for not staying to help, some might call him selfish and the latter he probably was in some ways.  
 
      
 
    But for Len the only people that mattered were his son and ex-wife. A thought grabbed him that every second he spent thinking about a stranger, or trying to help someone who was injured was a second he was kept away from saving them. For the first time since his divorce Len thought of himself as a family man and he was not going to let his family be without him.  
 
      
 
    Charging up the stairs to his office on the third floor, Len rushed to his desk, frantically hitting at keys on his computer and picking up the phone to listen for a dial tone. He was not surprised when neither responded, but his heart sunk a little even still.  
 
      
 
    He moved around the office trying every screen, every phone. He even pulled open people’s drawers in the hope of finding a working cell or some kind of telecommunications device. Nothing. Moving down to the second floor he repeated the motions, whispering his son’s name under his breath to keep him strong as his search continued to reveal nothing of use.  
 
      
 
    On the first floor before Len decided to make his way down to the parking lot he spared a glance from the window. From the slightly higher vantage point he could see further into the city and his breath hitched as he realized how far the destruction had spread.  
 
      
 
    Red and orange flames had consumed the city he called home, not even the waters of Lake Michigan enough to hold them back. Buildings crumbled in the distance and vehicles were abandoned and burning in every street.  
 
      
 
    The sight of people was even worse and after a minute Len forced himself to look away. Every injury he saw he only imagined it on Amy or James and the thoughts were too much to bear on top of everything else.  
 
      
 
    Pushing himself away from the glass windows, Len picked up an abandoned water bottle from a desk and gulped down its contents greedily. He couldn’t decide whether the heat was worse inside or out on the streets and only hoped the underground parking lot would provide him with some relief.  
 
      
 
    He stumbled down the stairwell, flinching at the screams that came from the lobby as he passed the door. His legs felt unstable with each step he took, leaning heavily against the banister for support. He was almost down to the parking lot when a huge crash shook the building, the impact forcing Len to crouch down in fear.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly a throng of bodies surged into the stairwell from the lobby. Len could feel the heat physically rising as tens of people tried frantically to get downstairs, some explosion or something forcing them in from the streets.  
 
      
 
    The others caught up to him quickly and before Len knew it he was being pushed past while others were dragged down to the floor and trampled. With the crowd mentality of fear seeping into Len’s perspective, the building shook again and an alarm started ringing inside.  
 
      
 
    Len started pushing himself now. Whatever had happened outside was bad and he needed to get away from it. The door to the parking lot was almost in sight; a few more steps and he was going to make it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    “We’re all going to die down here!” 
 
      
 
    “It’s better than being out there!” 
 
      
 
    “We’re trapped!” 
 
      
 
    “I need to get home!” 
 
      
 
    “The world is falling apart!” 
 
      
 
    “Help us!” 
 
      
 
    “Help me!” 
 
      
 
    Len clasped his hands over his ears in an attempt to block out the screaming. He’d made it down to the underground parking lot in his office building with roughly thirty other people. All of them were complete strangers as far as Len could tell and all of them were inciting more and more panic in one another.  
 
      
 
    Len had no idea what had happened outside to make everyone rush to the safety of the underground, although safe was not what he felt right now. Screams of them being trapped and buried alive echoed through the dark room, lit only by a few emergency lights along two walls.  
 
      
 
    Whatever it was that had happened, it had to be bad. Really bad. With Chicago already almost in ruins, something to instill this much extra panic made Len even more nervous than before. What if he really was trapped underground? How would he ever get to Amy and James now? 
 
      
 
    The underground lot was vast. It held space for almost a hundred cars, although less than twenty remained now. A few of the people down there had started trying to break into the cars that remained, scavenging for supplies or attempting to start the engines.  
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Someone suddenly shouted beside Len, rushing forward to the people in the cars. “They might explode!” 
 
      
 
    Immediately everyone in the parking lot held their breath. Those who had rushed to the cars jumped out like something had bitten them and scampered back toward the group.  
 
      
 
    The uncertainty of what was going to happen gripped everyone as silence rung out underground, seconds passing with people waiting to find out if they had just been doomed.  
 
      
 
    After a minute, the man who had told people to stop with the cars spoke again. He was well built, about ten years Len’s junior and had a stern look on his face.  
 
      
 
    “We can’t go taking any risks,” his voice was calm and leveled, oozing an air of authority. “Even breaking into these cars could set something off since we don’t know what’s compromised now and what isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “How do we know the fire can’t reach us down here?” A frightened girl who looked to be in her late teens cried out, her makeup already running down her face from crying.  
 
      
 
    “We’re underground,” the calm man spoke up again. “This building has fireproof doors plus however many feet of soil and dirt that are packing us in. Even a fire like that can’t find us down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Then how do we get out?” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be stuck down here forever!” 
 
      
 
    “Calm down everyone, please!” The man’s voice finally rose over the noise, panic threatening to dissolve the group once more. “You can trust me. My name is Rory; I’m a Fire Marshall. That blaze outside will burn for a while, but it won’t spread. Not down here. Our best bet is to stick it out, wait down here as long as we can. The CFD is dispatching groups across the city as we speak. You’ll be back upstairs with your loved ones soon enough.” 
 
      
 
    “My loved ones are probably dead!” 
 
      
 
    “Mine too!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing to go back to!” 
 
      
 
    Len watched as Rory sighed and rolled his eyes, accepting that the fear in the group was too fresh to quell just yet. Eventually people stopped screaming and settled down in small groups, some crying, some consoling one another. Everyone stayed away from the vehicles at least, that part of Rory’s speech had held firm.  
 
      
 
    Len himself loitered near the stairwell, thoughts of his family keeping him eager to escape as soon as possible. He had no idea what time it was or how long he’d have to stay underground. While twenty minutes ago the thought of the parking lot had been a safety blanket for him, now he wanted nothing more than to be outside.  
 
      
 
    Not that he was going to cause a fuss or a panic. There were enough people down here doing that for him. He cast his gaze over a whole group of people. Some old, some young, there were even a couple of children sitting on the ground hugging one another, no adults seeming to take responsibility for them.  
 
      
 
    Len’s gaze eventually found Rory, who was leaning against the wall talking in hushed tones to a couple of other men. If Len had any hope of getting out of the lot and to his family, he had to at least know what had happened outside.  
 
      
 
    Sucking in a breath for courage he inched along the wall toward where Rory stood, knowing this was no time for the coward in him to take control.  
 
      
 
    “… killed hundreds.” 
 
      
 
    “More than that by now I’d imagine, probably closer to the thousands?” 
 
      
 
    “That blast alone probably accounted for a large chunk. We’re the lucky ones down here.” 
 
      
 
    The threads of conversation coming from the three men didn’t fill Len with much confidence, but he bit down on his lip and approached anyway.  
 
      
 
    “Err, hi,” he kept his voice fairly low. “I was wondering if you could tell me what happened out there?” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know?” One of the men Rory had been speaking to turned to face Len, a look of shock on his face.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Len cleared his throat. “I was already in the building, already making my way down here, when you all came in. I didn’t see anything. Well, aside from everything else that’s already happened out there.”  
 
      
 
    Len’s voice trailed off, threating to break if he had to think too closely about the horrors he’d witnessed. Rory stepped forward now, seemingly sizing Len up and deliberating what to tell him. Len didn’t like being treated like a child, especially by someone younger than him, so he made an effort to stand up straighter and raise an eyebrow, prompting Rory for an explanation.  
 
      
 
    “A gas line ruptured,” Rory spoke with his calm voice once more. “All the way along the road is my guess. You’re lucky you missed it; everything sparked up. 22nd Street probably doesn’t exist anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Len gasped. They were on 22nd Street. How were they still alive if something like that had happened? Sensing the question about to come, Rory continued.  
 
      
 
    “Like I said earlier, being underground is actually the safest place to be right now. Although the gas line probably runs right by here, the flames won’t come down here, so we don’t need to worry.” 
 
      
 
    “Unless this lot all go into a panic again,” another man gestured to the others in the parking lot with them, running his eyes over the ones who had cried out earlier. “I’m Carter by the way, and this is my brother Theo.”  
 
      
 
    “Len,” he nodded to the three men, deciding that it wasn’t the time or the place for formal handshakes. “So what do we do now, just wait?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing else we can do,” Rory replied matter-of-factly. “We go back up there too soon and we all burn to death. It’s best we stay down here while we can and in the morning, I’ll head on up to check the view.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded again in agreement. He’d never really been an alpha male and could already tell he was in the midst of three of them. If Rory thought it was best to stay underground overnight—and the other two agreed with him—Len wasn’t about to go off exploring on his own.  
 
      
 
    He hung around the men a few moments longer, being the quiet addition to their conversion before making an excuse to slip away. He’d got the information he needed and something told him it was best to just keep to himself while he was down there.  
 
      
 
    Finding a secluded spot to sit down, Len rested his back against the wall and let his eyes close. He wasn’t going to fall asleep, he knew that, but a moment of rest was well overdue. Finally sitting alone, he slowly began to feel all the aches and pains over his body. Luckily he hadn’t been badly injured, just a few bumps and scrapes here and there, but his body still groaned from the physical exertion.  
 
      
 
    Thinking on what Rory had said, Len pondered on how close the gas line must be to where they all sat. It made sense about the fire wanting oxygen and them therefore being safe underground, but what worried Len was what the street above would now look like.  
 
      
 
    Could everything really be gone? A shiver ran through him as Len realized he had been on the upper floors of the building just minutes before the gas line ruptured. He could’ve died so easily. But then, the same was true of every minute he’d lived since he saw that newscast in O’Riley’s pub.  
 
      
 
    He thought of Janet and whether she would’ve made it to safety. Of Juliet the receptionist who had been just a few feet away from the stairwell door upstairs. Len had already noticed she wasn’t one of the bodies who’d made it downstairs, which meant that she was probably already dead. She and however many other people he worked with and saw on a daily basis. It was crazy how much had changed in a matter of hours.  
 
      
 
    Of course, it was the uncertain deaths that frightened Len the most. He tried to stop his mind from imagining all the possibilities of what could have happened to Amy and James. He at least knew they were unlikely to have exploded in a car, Amy giving up driving when she moved to South Haven.  
 
      
 
    “You alright there?” 
 
      
 
    An elderly lady lowered herself down beside Len, her knees cracking as she made it to the ground.  
 
      
 
    “I’m alive,” Len offered the old woman a feeble smile. “How’re you?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh I’ve seen some disasters in my day,” the old woman smiled. “Suppose nothing quite adds up to this though. They’re saying we’re the lucky ones down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len let out a strained laugh under his breath. “Not so sure about that.” 
 
      
 
    “You got any family out there?” The woman asked after a while, nudging Len to keep speaking. He wasn’t really in the mood for a conversation, but a part of him knew the woman was scared and perhaps talking to someone would help her.  
 
      
 
    “Not in Chicago,” he shook his head. “But my ex-wife and son are in South Haven, over in Michigan.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes I know the place,” the woman smiled, “used to visit there sometimes with my husband.” 
 
      
 
    “He still around?” Len asked without thinking, cursing himself internally for such a crude question in their current state.  
 
      
 
    “No, no,” the woman shook her head. “He died about three years ago now, there’s just me now. Probably for the best,” she continued after a pause, “Harry would’ve hated it down here.” 
 
      
 
    Len offered the woman another weak smile, unsure what to say in response. He needn’t have worried however; the woman was keen to fill the silences.  
 
      
 
    “Do you know if they’re okay then? Your wife and son?” 
 
      
 
    “Ex-wife,” Len prompted, although again he cursed himself internally. There was no need to bring that up again. “But no, I haven’t been able to reach them. Once we’re out of here I’m going to find them though. I’m going to make it to South Haven even if it kills me.” 
 
      
 
    “Well don’t let that happen,” the old woman chuckled. “You’re no use to anyone dead.” 
 
      
 
    Len laughed in response, even with the morbidity of the joke. Somehow he found himself telling the old woman—June, he discovered her name was—all about his family, specifically James. A part of him found it cathartic to talk to someone and he quickly realized why June had been so willing for conversation in the first place.  
 
      
 
    Eventually she dozed off beside him, letting out a faint snore every once in a while. Len had no idea what the time was, but he figured it had to be well into the night now. Leaning his head back against the wall he shut his eyes once more. If he really did want to get to South Haven, he needed to rest. The journey would be nothing but difficult, of that he was certain. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “We need to get home, James, we need to get somewhere safe.”  
 
      
 
    Amy tugged at her son’s arm as they moved further away from the rest of his evacuated school. She didn’t really know where would be safe for them to go; if what James’s teacher had said was true then the town was about to break out into chaos. For all she knew that had already happened.  
 
      
 
    It frightened Amy that this disaster had occurred so quickly. She’d only been out of her office about forty minutes – for so much to go wrong in that small time away from a news source was unheard of. But it had clearly happened.  
 
      
 
    Amy set a brisk pace as, much to her dismay, she led James toward the sounds of screaming voices. She could hear the notes of terror in each voice, each cry for help. Bracing herself, Amy steered James around the corner and back onto the main road that curved around the side of Lake Michigan. She didn’t want to see the aftermath, but knew going home was her best option.  
 
      
 
    Catching her first glimpse of what lay around the corner, Amy quickly realized it wasn’t the aftermath. The disaster was only just beginning.  
 
      
 
    James’s grip on her hand instantly tightened, his little fingers squeezing as closely as they could around her own. She returned the pressure, knowing the hardest part of getting home would be protecting her son throughout the journey. But that wasn’t going to stop her. From the moment Amy had heard that first explosion and the worst thought possible had crept into her head she had vowed to get her son through the danger, no matter how it presented itself.  
 
      
 
    No more than twenty feet ahead of her an old woman lay on the road groaning. A truck had veered out of control and one of the wheels was crushing her legs. Amy could see that the old woman had no hope of escape. The huge truck looked immoveable, and even if Amy could find a way to move it, the road was completely gridlocked from all angles.  
 
      
 
    Cars were abandoned in disarray, though whether they had crashed and the passengers forced out, or just stopped working naturally, Amy couldn’t tell. Over half of them were smoking violently under the hood and Amy could see pretty soon this entire road was going to follow the direction her cell and the gas station had taken.  
 
      
 
    But something stopped her from just walking away. What if that was someone she knew underneath the truck’s wheels? What if it was her mother? In a moment of adrenaline Amy rushed forward, pulling James along beside her.  
 
      
 
    Reaching the old woman she knew instantly things didn’t look good. Her legs were bent in an odd direction, her body lying at a sort of right angle to them. As the woman noticed Amy beside her she looked up, a sorrowful expression on her face.  
 
      
 
    “Stay with me?” The old woman whispered, flecks of blood forming at the side of her mouth.  
 
      
 
    Amy looked down at her son. She had to get him to safety, but who was she to deny an old woman’s dying wish.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll stay,” Amy spoke softly, kneeling down beside the woman and taking her hand. Instantly the woman’s face softened and she closed her eyes, her breathing ragged and uneven.  
 
      
 
    With her son in one hand and a stranger in the other, Amy starting humming a soft melody under her breath, a lullaby Len used to sing to James when he was a baby. The memory of it calmed her while she felt the woman’s grip on her hand tighten suddenly. Squeezing back Amy hummed louder, trying to fill the woman’s last moments with something other than pain.  
 
      
 
    The woman’s grip grew loose and fell from Amy’s hand before the song ended, but Amy remained still, finishing the final verse. She closed her eyes for a moment before looking upon the woman, her eyes closed and her face almost peaceful. At least amongst all the horror and death she had managed to bring a moment of calm to the end of an old woman’s life. That was all she could do.  
 
      
 
    “Mom…” 
 
      
 
    James’s voice sounded quiet and scared beside her and Amy squeezed her son’s hand again to try and reassure him.  
 
      
 
    “We need to move quickly now, James,” she spoke softly while pushing him away from the woman and toward the sidewalk, trying her best to avoid the streams of people that ran up and down the road. She didn’t look back at the old woman; she couldn’t bring herself to see her face again. 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t want to tell her son to run, knowing that would instill more panic in him than was already there, so instead she just started jogging herself, pulling James alongside her until his pace matched hers. Luckily there was a quicker route home than the scenic walk she and James normally made after he finished school. On a good day they could make it back in ten minutes, but Amy knew today wouldn’t be a good day.  
 
      
 
    As they moved she tried her best to focus on James and getting him to safety, but the pull of chaos around her was too much to avoid. With the old woman out of sight Amy’s eyes fell on a father and daughter, still inside their car.  
 
      
 
    Immediately Amy could see they were both dead. The daughter had a deep cut on her forehead, not dissimilar to the one Amy was sporting but the little girl hadn’t been so lucky. Her eyes stared forward blankly, her mouth slightly open from the impact of the crash.  
 
      
 
    The father was even worse. He looked to have lost control of his car, as the front end was wrapped around a streetlamp. His torso hung out of the shattered windshield, shards of glass decorating his body like a work of art.  
 
      
 
    A lump formed in Amy’s throat as she jogged directly past the car, shielding James from the incident as much as she could with her body. She knew he would have seen it though, the disaster impossible to miss. This was too much death for a sweet boy of his age. It almost caused Amy physical pain to expose her son to everything around them. As a mother it was her job to protect him and already on some level she felt like she was failing. 
 
      
 
    Hurrying past the death Amy heard a faint hissing sound coming from the vehicle tomb. The hood then immediately started to smoke like several other cars and Amy tried to increase her pace once more.  
 
      
 
    “Come on James, can you run a little faster?” 
 
      
 
    Amy desperately tried to keep the fear from her voice as she coaxed her son deeper into the mess of cars. They had to move through them to get out the other side, but she knew in the heat the engines wouldn’t hold out much longer.  
 
      
 
    The hissing sound began to fill the air, almost overpowering the screams that still echoed off every building. The smell of gas was gradually growing stronger and as more people realized what was about to happen the speed and number of bodies trying to escape the maze of cars heaved.  
 
      
 
    James’s hand was pulled from her own by the force of someone knocking into her and Amy let out a cry. She couldn’t lose him, not now, not like this. Everyone was moving in the same direction but still Amy started to shove past people. She screamed her son’s name at the top of her voice, elbowing strangers as they stopped her from reaching her son, his little body being carried forward on the tide of panicked people.  
 
      
 
    Angry men and women started to push back at her, the fear in everyone’s eyes steadily reaching a peak in time with the hissing of a thousand snakes slithering from car hoods everywhere. Then the first explosion came. It rattled the crowd to a pause and for a split second everyone was still.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s mouth opened to scream her son’s name once more as the second explosion brought the crowd back to life. It was going to set off a chain reaction and she could feel the heat chasing her from behind, just as she had chased the fire earlier.  
 
      
 
    Sheer panic was coursing through her veins as she barged a man to the side in order to move through the crowd. Her survival instincts were kicking in now and she didn’t care who she had to pass in order to reach her son. A palm caught her in the side of the head in response and Amy cried out in pain at the head injury she had suffered less than an hour earlier.  
 
      
 
    Squaring up to the man, she was about to push him back again when the top of James’s head caught her eye in the distance. He was on the outside of the pack, moving in the right direction but not fast enough. At the current rate of the explosions James was going to get caught in the middle, trapped with nowhere to go.  
 
      
 
    Spinning around and away from the man, Amy doubled back and moved against the waves of people for a second. Finally finding an opening between two cars she moved closer to the middle of the road. Now her path was clear. Everyone was avoiding the inside lane, as that was where the explosions seemed to be heading first, but that was also where Amy needed to be if she was going to get to her son.  
 
      
 
    Ignoring the pain in her head and the stitch forming in her side, Amy weaved through smoking cars, always keeping one eye on her son in the distance. She was closing the gap between them, but the gap between her and the raging fire behind her was also becoming less and less.  
 
      
 
    In a moment of pure need Amy closed down the distance between her and James, screaming his name as loud as she possibly could. His body twitched at the sound, his head twisting back to look over his shoulder. Amy locked eyes with James for a brief second and felt more speed rush into her legs, propelling her body toward him.  
 
      
 
    Finally reaching her son Amy fought everything telling her to stop and hug him closely. Instead she crouched down and encouraged James onto her back, feeling his weight as he climbed on. Her body groaned internally at the extra mass, but Amy knew James wouldn’t be fast enough to get away from the fire alone.  
 
      
 
    “Hold on James,” she shouted over the chaos, “whatever you do, don’t let go!”  
 
      
 
    Carrying her eight-year-old boy, her baby, Amy dug deep inside herself for a final reserve of strength and began forcing her way through people once more. The now familiar bangs of explosions were becoming increasingly more frequent and shards of glass were raining down from the sky along with them.  
 
      
 
    Amy forced herself forward, recognizing a small alleyway in the distance she could cut down. A few others had the same idea, but luckily the majority of people kept running straight down the main road. Amy knew that would end badly for them but she had no time to warn or try to save other people. She knew she had to be selfish. Nothing was more important than her child. 
 
      
 
    Bang – Bang – Bang 
 
      
 
    Time was running out. But the alleyway was almost in touching distance. A wave of heat pushed Amy sideways as a car exploded just to her right, flames licking at the bare skin of her arm. Crying out in pain she strained her arm to hold on tighter to James’s leg, willing them to make it the last few feet.  
 
      
 
    Throwing her body around the corner just in time Amy tripped and fell to the ground. Feeling rough asphalt on her already burned arm she yelped in pain while dragging her son deeper into the alleyway. Kneeling in front of him Amy pressed her son’s body into her back and wrapped her arms behind her to hold onto him.  
 
      
 
    The sound of cars shattering and burning into a thousand pieces filled the air as the explosions battled down the road in contest. Amy snapped her eyes shut as she saw the first car explode amid the crowd of people still trying to escape. Still the screams permeated her hearing and the smell of fire and gas began to mingle with the smell of burning flesh.  
 
      
 
    She allowed her eyes to creep open, natural human curiosity almost imploring her to watch as more bodies were flung into the air with the force of vehicles combusting. Limbs were torn from bodies in the area where she had stood just seconds earlier, the area that she walked her son down five days a week.  
 
      
 
    Despite the almost unbearable heat in the air a shiver ran down Amy’s spine. Today she’d got lucky, today she’d somehow managed to dance just out of reach of death. But something told her this disaster was only going to get worse, and she would need something more than luck to keep her and James alive through it all.  
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, darling?” Amy pulled herself away from the sight in front of her and twisted around to look upon her son. His face was smeared with tearstains from crying and his hair was sticking out at all angles from being in the midst of the crowd. But other than that he looked unharmed; physically at least.  
 
      
 
    James let out a little whimper and snaked his arms around his mother, holding her tightly on his knees in the small alleyway. Amy returned the embrace enthusiastically, steadily reminding herself for the second time in under an hour that she was with her son. She hadn’t lost him.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t cry baby,” she whispered as Amy fought to hold back tears of her own. “I’m not going to let go of you ever again, okay?” 
 
      
 
    James nodded slightly, still sniffling and trying to regain his composure. Watching her son trying to hold himself together threatened to tip Amy over the edge, but she knew she needed to stay strong for him. She couldn’t let herself break down now.  
 
      
 
    Swallowing, she forced herself to stand, pulling her son up with her. She made a conscious effort to keep her body between James and his view of the road they’d just escaped from, picking him up again and facing him in the other direction.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get home,” she said resolutely. “There’s not far to go from here, we can make it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James let the word drift softly from his lips. It was all Amy needed to hear as she started marching them further down the alleyway, away from the occasional explosions that still sounded behind them and the constant screams of terror. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Dixon hurried through the varnished hallways as quickly as possible, the report gripped firmly in his hand. Mr. Wilson, the president’s chief of staff, was due out of his meeting at 1600 hours; he only had a few minutes to brief him before he was gone again. Turn right by the bust of George Washington, left at Roosevelt’s wall hanging. Dixon knew the route like the back of his hand thanks to years spent working as a military liaison and ferrying reports from one important person to another.  
 
      
 
    Like always, Dixon wasn’t cleared to know exactly what was in the report he was carrying, but like always he had a slight suspicion. After all his years he had picked up a thing or two about the codes these reports were delivered in and it helped him sleep better at night—most of the time.  
 
      
 
    “Sir!” He picked up his pace slightly as he saw Wilson exiting the Eastern Suite; he couldn’t be late for this delivery.  
 
      
 
    “Latest report from satellite command, sir,” Dixon spoke with respect, knowing it best not to irritate his superior. “Your expertise is required.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson took the thin binder from Dixon’s hand without even looking him in the eye. Dixon was used to it now, the sheer disinterest no longer bothering him. With a wave of the older man’s hand Dixon was dismissed, back to the command center to wait for the next urgent report.  
 
      
 
    Wilson flicked open the binder absentmindedly, scanning the front page for key details. His eyebrows rose slightly at what he found, closing the binder immediately and making his way down the hallway toward his office. With the doors sealed shut behind him he sat down to take a closer look.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Date: 09.09.2032 : 1554h 
 
    Clearance Level: 002 
 
    Action: Yellow 
 
      
 
    Coronal mass ejection detected on the sun’s surface. Interference expected with electronic devices and possible satellite disruption. Emergency power on standby. Public broadcasts to be delivered – warning level three.  
 
      
 
    Wilson read over the scarce words carefully. Every report was the same, only saying what it needed and not leaving anything up for debate. From the sounds of things though the mass ejection didn’t seem too serious. They happened from time to time, never yet in Wilson’s lifetime but he had read about them all the same. Their satellites and astronomers had picked up some interference the previous evening, but it hadn’t been reported as anything severe enough to take action on. This seemed to be the continuation, but Wilson didn’t regard it as anything serious to concern himself with.  
 
      
 
    For the action color to only be yellow he knew he needn’t worry. This country could survive a couple of hours without cell signal, it might even do the youth a bit of good. His daughter was always glued to her cell; she never had the time to engage in a real conversation anymore.  
 
      
 
    He filed the report away in his drawers, picking up the phone on his desk and holding down the number two. The dial tone in his ear told Wilson that the CME hadn’t hit yet, telephone wires would likely be the first to overheat when it did.  
 
      
 
    “Report received,” he spoke curtly, his role within government often leading him to liaise with the press office. “Proceed with public broadcasts. Minimal panic please, just fair warning where necessary. And continue to monitor satellite reports.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson didn’t wait for a response before he put the phone down, knowing his orders would be relayed and adhered to. His role as President Bruce’s chief of staff meant managing communications and information flow was a key part of his day-to-day routine. Those that worked closely with him were aware of the short temper the man carried. Disobeying or delaying his orders was foolish at the best of times.  
 
      
 
    Leaning back in the chair, he looked at his watch. 1611 hours; he was due to meet the president at 1630 hours, just enough time for a quick glass of scotch. Sliding the bottle from his bottom desk drawer he looked up at where he knew the security camera to be hidden. He wasn’t supposed to drink on the job, but somehow he always found time for an afternoon scotch.  
 
      
 
    Swirling the brown liquid around his glass he brought it up to his nose to smell. So refreshing. Why the president never indulged was beyond him, more for him though he supposed with a smirk on his face.  
 
      
 
    A sharp rap on his office doors brought Wilson’s attention away from his drink. 1618 hours; he still had some time before his meeting. Irritated, he downed the remaining contents of his drink and placed the bottle and glass back in his bottom desk drawer.  
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Another report sir.”  
 
      
 
    Dixon was back, his shaggy blonde hair blowing in the breeze from Wilson’s open window. He was an attractive young man when you thought about it, Wilson’s own daughter once swooning over him when she’d attended a public event about a year ago. Dixon was much too old for her though and Wilson had made sure his daughter was aware of that. She hadn’t joined him at any public events since. 
 
      
 
    All in all, though, Wilson had nothing against the young soldier; he’d been working with him for the best part of three years now. He found it rather odd he’d never advanced from the role of military liaison but didn’t question the matter. Apparently Dixon had done a couple of tours, but preferred working within the government, acting as security to some extent.  
 
      
 
    He beckoned Dixon forward with two fingers, taking the report from his hands before it was placed down on his old oak desk. Only when the door was firmly closed again did he open it, immediately noting the change at the top of the page.  
 
      
 
    Date: 09.09.2032 : 1616h 
 
    Clearance Level: 002 
 
    Action: Orange 
 
      
 
    Coronal mass ejection detected on the sun’s surface. Possible collision with Earth. Severe interference expected with electronic devices and satellite disruption. Emergency power on standby. Public broadcasts in process – warning level three. 
 
      
 
    Wilson stroked the stubble on his chin. Warning level three still didn’t concern him, even if the action color had increased. Checking his watch again he pushed himself to his feet. He’d be damned if these reports were going to make him late for his meeting with the president.  
 
      
 
    Striding down the hallway Wilson made his way to the Presidential Suite, the latest report tucked under his arm. When he reached the large, ornate double doors he checked his watch for a final time, 1629 hours. Standing perfectly still he watched the second hand tick around the black background, his knuckle only meeting wood at the precise time he was expected.  
 
      
 
    “Mr. President,” Wilson spoke as the doors opened inwards for him, the man on the other side quickly disappearing to leave the two men alone.  
 
      
 
    “Come in Jared,” the president spoke informally, gesturing to one of the two fine leather chairs in front of his desk.  
 
      
 
    Wilson stepped forward, familiar with the friendly air he and the president shared although not entirely comfortable with it.  
 
      
 
    “How’s Melissa? And little Mary? Although not so little these days, eh?” 
 
      
 
    “Both fine sir, thank you for asking.” Wilson followed the pleasantries as expected, confirming his wife and daughter were still in full health.  
 
      
 
    He had the same meeting with President Bruce every week and every week the same question was asked. Wilson preferred to keep his family life out of the public eye, however, and even discussing them whilst on duty made him feel slightly uneasy. 
 
      
 
    “Glad to hear it,” the president smiled. “Now, how are our troops doing?” 
 
      
 
    Wilson let the corner of his mouth twitch up in a smile. This was more his area of expertise. Placing the second report Dixon had brought him on the desk without another thought he leaned back slightly and began to give the president his update on how the armed forces were doing.  
 
      
 
    The war in the Middle East had been raging for years. In the wider picture very little had changed but the miniscule details were what Jared Wilson was interested in. He received reports almost every hour due to his role, all information that was to go to the president having to pass through him first.  
 
      
 
    Keeping the press office fully informed was also high up on Wilson’s list and another part of his role he took very seriously. For matters of state security, the press office would always defer to him before making public broadcasts. Especially as Wilson often had more inside information from his negotiations within congress and external political groups.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixon was panicked. Taking one report update in such quick succession wasn’t unheard of, but to take a third version within the same hour? That hinted at something serious.  
 
      
 
    The atmosphere in satellite command told him just as much. Officials were speaking rapidly into headsets, new information printed off with every passing second. There were so many reams of paper flying around the room that Dixon’s next report was still waiting to print, despite the severity of its nature.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he muttered under his breath as he stood next to the printer. “Hurry up.” 
 
      
 
    As the familiar headline font started streaming out Dixon let out a sigh of relief. Although the chief of staff hated being interrupted, he hated receiving late information more.  
 
      
 
    “What the?” Dixon exclaimed irritably as the printer suddenly jammed, his report half revealed and half trapped inside the electronic box. He slammed a fist on the top, hoping to make the machine start up again when the whole room plunged into darkness.  
 
      
 
    The lights returned a second later, the emergency power immediately rebooting the system. But the computer screens covering every wall did not. Instead walls of static appeared, black and white lines vibrating in every direction.  
 
      
 
    The ranking officer on duty snapped into action, pulling his satellite phone from his waistband and typing in some numbers. Dixon watched in shock as the officer struggled with the phone, somehow failing to acquire a signal. Satellite phones never break.  
 
      
 
    The officer moved over to another man in matching uniform to Dixon’s—although of a higher rank—showing him the satellite phone with a confused expression on his face. Hushed words were spoken amongst a shaking of heads. Neither man looked to understand what was happening.  
 
      
 
    As if that was a catalyst for the room to ramp up a gear, voices started shouting across the command center to one another. The door was ripped open and the ranking officer ran out, flanked by several of his men.  
 
      
 
    Dixon looked down at the report that had half printed for him, icy tendrils of fear starting to creep through his mind as sweat slowly formed on his forehead.  
 
      
 
    Date: 09.09.2032 : 1651h 
 
    Clearance Level: 001 
 
    Action: Red 
 
      
 
    Coronal mass ejection detected on the sun’s surface. Confirmed collision with Earth. Total interference expected with electronic devices and complete satellite disruption. Emergency pow… 
 
      
 
    The printer cut off the rest of the report, but that was more than enough for Dixon. Not even a full hour had passed since the first report Dixon delivered, but he knew already the earlier predications had been way out.  
 
      
 
    Ripping the paper from the useless machine Dixon dashed out of the room, forgetting the protocol and leaving the official folder behind. Wilson would be in his meeting with the president by now; he would have to go straight to the top.  
 
      
 
    His feet skidded on the overly polished hallway, not designed to be moved down at such a pace. The emergency lighting was in full effect, ominous red bulbs guiding his way. Turn right by the bust of George Washington, left at Roosevelt’s wall hanging, past the Eastern Suite and Wilson’s office.  
 
      
 
    Sliding to a halt outside the Presidential Suite, Dixon paused for a moment. His hair was sticking to his forehead with sweat, that haircut he kept avoiding now desperately overdue. With a deep breath he clenched his fist and rapped on the door to the Presidential Suite.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wilson himself ripped open the door a second later, unsurprised to see Dixon standing in front of him. He grabbed the half-crumpled piece of paper from the boy’s hand and shut the door, turning to face the president.  
 
      
 
    “Action red sir, we need to evacuate immediately.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Muffled voices woke Len a few hours later. He wasn’t sure how long he’d dozed off, but the ache in his back told him he’d been out for a while. As he let his eyes adjust to the bleary darkness he searched out the voices, keen to discover if anything was going on.  
 
      
 
    He found most of the underground residents asleep, save for—as he should have expected—Rory, Carter and Theo. The three men were huddled next to the stairwell speaking in hushed tones, their backs to Len. Remembering what Rory had said the night before about going to check outside in the morning Len, forced himself to his feet and quietly walked toward the trio of men. Carter spotted him first.  
 
      
 
    “Morning. Sleep well did you?” 
 
      
 
    Len wasn’t sure if the question was a jab or not and was uncertain whether the three men had stayed awake all night so he simply offered Carter a nod in response.  
 
      
 
    “Managed to get a few hours at least,” he mumbled. “What’s going on here?” 
 
      
 
    “Rory wants to go check the surface,” Carter continued. “We think it’s too dangerous though, it’s only been about six hours since we came down here.” 
 
      
 
    “Sitting down and waiting another six won’t do anything for us though,” Rory grumbled in response. “I feel like we should’ve heard something from up there by now.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s curiosity peaked, “Like what?” 
 
      
 
    “Fire crews or something,” Rory shrugged, “it’s been too quiet these last couple hours.” 
 
      
 
    “Quiet is good, surely?” Theo questioned, his face clearly showing that he didn’t want to make the trip out of the parking lot.  
 
      
 
    “Quieter is good,” Rory debated to himself, “silence isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Well I think it’s too soon,” Theo quickly rebuffed, his brother Carter agreeing immediately with him.  
 
      
 
    “What do you reckon Len?” Rory turned his attention to the slightly older man, looking him up and down to try and assess whether he would be up for a journey upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Len paused for a moment, biting his lip. He wasn’t filled with confidence from what the three men had told him, but if he was going to reach his son he needed to make it out of the parking lot. Going up was the only way.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with you,” he spoke as confidently as he could manage, earning a grin from Rory and surprised looks from the brothers.  
 
      
 
    “Good man,” Rory clapped him on the back softly, still being careful not to wake anyone else in the parking lot. “Let’s get going then.” 
 
      
 
    Len’s eyes grew wide for a second; he hadn’t expected their departure to be so sudden. But then, they weren’t exactly waiting around for anything else.  
 
      
 
    “In a bit then,” he nodded to Carter and Theo; both still shocked by Len’s agreement to leave the safety of the parking lot.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” Carter smiled. “Don’t forget to come and get us if everything is suddenly hunky dory.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, guys,” Rory oozed effortless confidence, “everything will be fine out there I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    As Len followed the younger Fire Marshall through the stairwell door, he wasn’t so sure. As soon as they were enclosed in the stairwell the temperature rose immediately. The heat wasn’t as aggressive as it had been the day before, but a sheen of sweat still quickly formed on Len’s brow.  
 
      
 
    What worried Len most was the total silence. He expected to still hear people screaming or running to safety. He expected vehicles to still be exploding, buildings to be falling down and the roar of fire to be burning his eardrums. As Rory forced open the door to what had once been his building’s lobby, the sight Len saw before his eyes was unlike anything he could have ever imagined.  
 
      
 
    Juliet’s receptionist desk that had been made from varnished oak with a marble top finish was now nothing more than a pile of splintered wood and rock. The waiting area, which had featured several plush armchairs and a coffee table in the same design as Juliet’s desk was completely destroyed, a small fire burning at the base of an old bookshelf.  
 
      
 
    The mirrors that had adorned the lobby were all shattered on the floor, shards of glass coating the once pristine wooden floors. The floor itself was torn up in places, holes were visible where the wood had given away or simply been blown off, revealing a layer of dirt beneath.  
 
      
 
    What was even worse though was the number of bodies Len saw. There had to be over fifty people in the small lobby area alone, some piled up on top of one another from the force of the blast, others lying alone. The stench of death was heavy in the air and Len had to pull the collar of his shirt up over his nose to stomach it.  
 
      
 
    Half of the bodies weren’t even whole. There were scattered limbs everywhere, whether they were a result of the explosion or the shrapnel it had sent swirling through the air Len couldn’t know. He didn’t want to know.  
 
      
 
    Rory stepped out ahead of him, picking his way between corpses as he headed toward the street. Or what was left of it. Len could already see all the other buildings had gone the same way as his office. Whichever way he turned, Len could see farther than he ever had before, the inconvenience of walls no longer a problem. The office building next to his was completely obliterated and the coffee shop opposite was gone, the chairs and tables tossed into the road like toys.  
 
      
 
    Fires continued to burn everywhere, but not in the life-threatening way Len had experienced them the day before. These blazed softly, each seemingly confined to its own area instead of rushing together to consume everything. It was probably because, Len realized suddenly, there was very little left to consume.  
 
      
 
    While he and Rory were walking around unscathed, not a single other person was in sight. Chicago had become a wasteland, only the crackle of fire present to distract Len from his pounding heart.  
 
      
 
    “Wow…” Len heard Rory mutter ahead of him and turned to see what the younger man was looking at. He found his eyes staring up at the sky and when Len cast his gaze upwards, he too uttered the word in amazement.  
 
      
 
    He’d seen pictures of the Northern Lights before, videos of them on television or scenes in an online series. They were something he’d always dreamt of traveling to see when he was older, something that had been on his bucket list since he was a little boy.  
 
      
 
    But now he was seeing them. The Northern Lights were in central Chicago. Len watched the sky, mesmerised as the lights danced above him. Vibrant greens, reds and purples twirled in the sky, a deep, dark blue the backdrop to the magical display.  
 
      
 
    “How is this happening here?” Len breathed in amazement, completely in awe of the beauty in the sky that was so tragically twinned with the destruction on the ground.  
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” Rory replied without taking his eyes off the twinkling lights. “It’s incredible.” 
 
      
 
    The two men watched in silence for minutes, neither of them moving an inch as they remained so captivated by the sky above them. It should be morning, Len thought to himself, the sun should have risen by now. But the longer they stood the more the lights swerved through the sky, showing no sign of giving way to the expected sunrise. It had to be a result of the mass ejection; strange how something so deadly could create something so beautiful.  
 
      
 
    A crash in the distance suddenly snapped both men’s attention away from the sky. Rory spun round in the direction of the noise on full alert, while Len took a step backwards, instantly on edge.  
 
      
 
    “What was that?” Len questioned his companion, somehow expecting Rory to have all the answers.  
 
      
 
    “Probably just a building coming down somewhere,” Rory shrugged. “There doesn’t seem to be anyone else out here.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they’re all dead?”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Rory shook his head. “I think anyone who was out here when that gas line ruptured will be, but I’m sure lots of other people found safety too. Just like we did.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len half questioned and half agreed with Rory. No one could have survived the full force of the blast, he was sure of that. And he could only imagine what the after effects would have been like. The buildings collapsing, the fires burning through streets and into houses. He thought of the man and baby falling from his makeshift rope the day before; in a way, they too had been lucky.  
 
      
 
    “So what do we do now?” 
 
      
 
    “Whatever we want,” Rory paused for a moment, “whatever we can.”  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to find my family.” Len spoke resolutely, giving himself no other option in the matter.  
 
      
 
    “Your family?” Rory raised an eyebrow at Len’s sudden confidence. “Where are they?” 
 
      
 
    “South Haven, Michigan.” Len told Rory what he had told June the night before, how he planned to walk all the way to them if he had to, but no matter what he was going to get to them. 
 
      
 
    “And you?” Len asked after a moment, “What’s your plan?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll help everyone down there while I still can,” Rory gestured back to the underground parking lot. “All my family is in South Carolina, not sure I can make it all the way there on foot.”  
 
      
 
    A half chuckle escaped Rory that sort of merged into a sob too. He tried to swallow it but Len could see he was affected by what had happened. It was impossible not to be.  
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s not as bad over there,” Len attempted to spin a positive light on their situation, although he knew it was only false hope.  
 
      
 
    Rory knew it too, scoffing at Len’s suggestion. “If Chicago looks like this, Len, the whole world will probably have been destroyed.”  
 
      
 
    Hearing someone else say it out loud was sobering to Len. He didn’t have a response to the statement and merely bit his lip and looked up to the sky again. Wherever James was, he hoped he at least had the same sky to look up to as well, in all of the death and despair, it was perhaps one pleasant thing to focus on.  
 
      
 
    “Will you at least come back down and help me explain this to the others?” Rory spoke again after a while. “It shouldn’t take long.” 
 
      
 
    Len paused for a moment. Now that everything was calmer he should really begin his journey to South Haven. It was going to take him days to get there and even though Chicago’s troubles seemed to be over, he had no idea whether it was the same in Michigan. Rory’s words stuck in his head, the whole world will probably have been destroyed… 
 
      
 
    But then he thought of the old woman, June, shivering underneath his feet. He thought of the two young children who had not let each other go all night and the brothers Carter and Theo. Although he needed to begin his journey, he was not a monster. He wouldn’t leave a group of people scared and alone underground after what had happened.  
 
      
 
    “Come on then,” Len beckoned to Rory, making his way back to the stairwell door. “Let’s get them all up here, everyone can make their own decision from there.” 
 
      
 
    Rory seemed satisfied with Len’s offer and followed him back down to the underground parking lot. When they arrived Carter and Theo were waiting anxiously, everyone else slowly beginning to rise from their night of sleep.  
 
      
 
    Len let Rory do most of the talking again. He explained what had happened to Chicago, how the buildings had been destroyed and that no one was left as far as they had seen. Several people started to cry when they heard the news, despairing for lost loved ones and where they would go.  
 
      
 
    Rory tried to reassure the group, explaining that if they had found somewhere to avoid the chaos, there were likely other groups of people out there too. It didn’t offer much solace though; the truth of how many dead lay above the ground was too much for most people to rationalize.  
 
      
 
    Still, people began slowly moving up the stairwell, making their own way out into what was left of Chicago. Len spotted June amongst the line of people waiting to climb the stairs and moved to her side, offering his arm for her to lean against as they started to walk upwards.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled, “lost my cane in all the chaos of course.” 
 
      
 
    Len bit his lip. “Do you know where you’ll go now?” He worried for the old woman; she was completely alone in a desolate city. A part of him wanted to stay with her, to make sure she found a place of relative safety, but he knew he couldn’t do that.  
 
      
 
    “Oh I’m sure I’ll find somewhere,” she maintained a surprisingly positive attitude, her long life somewhat hardening her to disasters and setbacks. “I’m not long for this world anyway, I’ll just find somewhere to settle down and oh—” June gasped as she and Len finally made it outside, “enjoy the view I suppose.”  
 
      
 
    All around him the residents of the underground parking lot were gazing upwards to the sky, pointing and smiling as they watched the Northern Lights meander around stars like a great river.  
 
      
 
    Len slowly withdrew his arm from June, offering her a genuine smile as she too watched the sky, her eyes twinkling along with the lights.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” she called after him as Len started to slowly walk away from the group. “I hope you find your family.” 
 
      
 
    Me too, Len hoped as the group of strangers steadily disappeared from sight, me too… 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Wandering through the quiet streets as the sun eventually started to rise and the dancing lights faded into nothing, Len could have almost convinced himself he was anywhere but Chicago. Almost, if he hadn’t watched the city falling to ruins around him just hours ago.  
 
      
 
    Without the skyscrapers and busy intersections, the city was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. It took him a while to get his bearings even though he’d gone to his office building five days a week and had done so for almost ten years. Without the usual surroundings everything looked different. Plus, he was used to having his car and a destination in mind; now, he didn’t know where he was going. Not really.  
 
      
 
    The desolate scenes of the city disturbed him. Everywhere he looked there were remnants of someone’s life. A discarded teddy bear, a lost shoe, a set of keys. They were the reminders that were easy to stomach; remnants of life in a more human form also covered Len’s path.  
 
      
 
    The stench of death was already putrid in the air. He must have passed almost a hundred bodies in the first five minutes of leaving the underground parking lot, his office building clearly very central to the disaster. As Len continued his walk, backtracking along the route he had taken to his office, he quickly realized there was something even worse than the dead bodies. Several people were still alive.  
 
      
 
    The first man he came across was badly burned, his face scarred so far beyond belief that even his own mother probably wouldn’t have recognized him. On top of the scarring there was a huge cut in his head, so deep that Len could see what he believed to be brain matter inside the man’s head.  
 
      
 
    It was the coughing that Len was drawn to initially, the faint sound echoing around an otherwise silent city. The second he approached the man Len knew there was nothing he could do for him; even if he had years of medical training it was clear this man was beyond help.  
 
      
 
    He locked eyes with him for a second, guilt tearing through Len’s psyche at the knowledge he was simply going to have to walk away. The man coughed in an attempt to say something, but only a meek gargling noise tumbled from his mouth. Len could only imagine the amount of smoke and fire he would have inhaled, and it was a miracle he’d managed to hold on for so long.  
 
      
 
    But for what? As Len walked away from the man, his heart heavy with regret, he started to seriously consider what the future would hold now. He had no idea how many people had survived or in fact whether anyone outside of the underground parking lot had made it through the night. The thought that hurt him the most though was what the other cities would be like. If somewhere as big and as well-equipped as Chicago could be brought to its knees in a day, what hope did the smaller towns have? What hope did South Haven have?  
 
      
 
    Len continually switched between thinking about his family and pushing their faces from his mind. It was much easier to keep moving forward without conjuring up terrible ideas about what could have happened to Amy and James. He tried to simply focus on putting one foot in front of the other, staring at the ground as he walked to avoid the destruction around him.  
 
      
 
    But with nothing else to occupy his thoughts, they always drifted back to his family. Len’s internal narrative was spinning out of control. Perhaps if he imagined the very worst that could have happened, the state he would eventually find them in wouldn’t seem so bad. Although then he had to remind himself that there was no guarantee of finding them. Amy and James could be dead and that was equally something Len had to prepare himself for.  
 
      
 
    A faint crying sound snapped Len’s attention away from the dusty floor. Particles of rubble and whatever else floated in the air around him, a faint breeze cutting through the sweltering heat. Len was almost accustomed to it now though, his once pristine white shirt now dark gray and clinging to his body with sweat, dirt and blood.  
 
      
 
    He narrowed his eyes as he listened, trying to discern what the sound was and where it was coming from. It definitely sounded like someone crying. Someone very young, maybe even a baby.  
 
      
 
    With a sudden realization, Len swung his eyes around the intersection where he stood, remembering in a flash the scene that had unravelled there the evening before. The tilting building. The poorly made rope. The abseiler. The fire. The baby.  
 
      
 
    Len started running toward the sound, hoping with all his might that whatever he found wasn’t going to bring him more pain. When he reached the fallen building he slowed his pace, treading carefully through the wreckage like a teenager sneaking out of the house.  
 
      
 
    Broken bricks and bits of buildings were everywhere. A refrigerator lay on its side, food spilling out onto the ground and already starting to rot in the immense heat. As he climbed over a large portion of rock Len let out a quiet gasp. Roughly twenty bodies occupied the immediate area in front of him, all still, not a whisper of life between them. But still the crying came.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t hard to trace the noise now that Len was so close. He held his breath in disbelief at the idea that a baby could have survived all this when so many more capable men and women had fallen beforehand. Len wasn’t what he’d call a regularly practicing religious man but this was something that seemed like no less than a miracle.  
 
      
 
    Standing so close to the crying, Len checked all the debris in front of him, looking anywhere and everywhere that a baby could have been hidden away. Then he saw the man; the abseiler. He had fallen backwards into the road when his rope started to burn, landing flat on his back. It looked like he had died instantly, the pool of blood surrounding his head already dried and darkened in color. But all life hadn’t truly left his still form.  
 
      
 
    Reaching down Len unzipped the jacket the man wore, feeling the lump beneath the fabric. Raising the baby up to his face tears started to form in his eyes. How was this possible? In his own two hands he held a tiny baby boy, no more than a year old and yet, he was more alive than anyone in the city. His miniscule lungs working to full capacity as the baby continued to cry, even as Len hugged the infant to his chest.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t stop the tears from coming then, the feeling all too familiar to Len, memories of holding James as a baby swimming to the forefront of his mind. How this little boy had survived was completely beyond him, Len could only guess that the abseiler’s body had completely cushioned his fall. Not a single scratch visible.  
 
      
 
    Perhaps there was hope, Len decided. If someone so helpless could survive what had killed thousands, perhaps his family had made it through as well.  
 
      
 
    He rocked the young boy against his chest as Len continued to walk, knowing it was pointless to look for the mother as well. Eventually the crying ceased and the boy drifted softly to sleep in Len’s arms. Such innocence almost brought Len to tears once more but he sniffed and held his head up high, knowing for sure he needed to complete his journey now.  
 
      
 
    After half an hour of walking, Len was no further out of the annihilation of Chicago. Slowly though, people started to appear from hiding places, exiting dark corners and still upright buildings with a look of confusion on their faces. Many of them stared at Len; the first other sign of life for each of them. A middle-aged man walking through the city of Chicago with a dead woman’s baby clutched to his chest.  
 
      
 
    Some people shouted questions at him, asking what had happened and where everyone else was. For each of them though Len was left without an answer, merely shaking his head and navigating his way in the direction of home.  
 
      
 
    It took over an hour for Len to reach the outskirts of the city center, fallen buildings and blocked roads forcing him to change his course on several occasions. The baby boy slept peacefully throughout it, although Len had started to worry about what he would do with the child. Bringing him along to South Haven didn’t seem like a very logical decision.  
 
      
 
    Muffled voices gradually started to fill Len’s ears and he wondered whether more people had managed to survive further out of the center. The thought gave him hope, until he rounded a corner and saw a large gathering of men and women, varying in ages from teenagers to middle aged. What struck Len most though was what half of them were carrying. Guns. Axes. Pieces of pipe. Anything that could be used in a show of aggression.  
 
      
 
    Len shrunk back against the wall around the corner, tightening his grip on the little boy. He frantically tried to rationalize the need for weapons in his head, but Len was not an aggressive man. He always tried to avoid violence and confrontation in his life, turning away and evading challenging situations whenever possible. It was one of the reasons his marriage had broken down in the end, through his unwillingness to care and argue for the things that mattered most to his wife.  
 
      
 
    But this was not a marital dispute. This was a landmark moment in human history, something that children would learn about in school in the future—if the world managed to rebuild. Len shuddered in thought.  
 
      
 
    As Len stood hidden in shadows he slowly started to guess at the purpose of the group ahead of him. They were going to make the most of the chaos, of the lack of rules and regulations. Ergo, they were not a group Len wanted to come into contact with. Turning away from the wall, Len started to creep back in the direction he’d come from. He’d have to find another way back to his home, there was no way he was walking past a group of people with deadly weapons. A group of people with deadly weapons who probably had nothing left to lose.  
 
      
 
    The baby moved against his chest as Len backtracked, stretching slightly in his sleep. Please not now. Please stay asleep. Len’s hopes were ignored. The little boy yawned and looked up at Len, his expression as harmless as only a baby’s could be. Then the worst happened and he opened his mouth and started crying in a shrill, harsh tone.  
 
      
 
    Len jogged toward a broken building, sheltering in the slight shade of the doorway. He bounced the baby up and down, hushing to it and pleading for him to stop crying. Len’s efforts were fruitless and his heart sank as he heard a shout coming from further down the road—the very direction of the group he was so desperately trying to avoid.  
 
      
 
    Len bit his lip in panic, clueless as to what the group would do when they found him. What they would do to the baby. In a split decision Len laid the little boy down on the ground, begging with his eyes for him to stop crying. Then he ran out into the road, heading straight in the direction he knew the group would emerge from. If he could distract them from the baby, maybe he could save at least one life that day.  
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well!” A young-ish man with a shaved head and a rifle slung casually over his shoulder spotted Len first, sauntering toward him with a cocky expression on his face. “What do we have here?” 
 
      
 
    “Err, hi?” Len questioned innocently, already having made the decision to try and play dumb and get away from the people as quickly as possible. “Are you alright?” 
 
      
 
    “Am I alright?” The man with the shaved head laughed, looking back over his shoulder as two more men and a woman appeared. “You ought to be asking yourself that question, old man.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Len was genuinely confused; though he grew more apprehensive the closer the other man came to him.  
 
      
 
    “What’re you doing wandering around here by yourself? Don’t you know the city’s not safe anymore?” 
 
      
 
    “I know,” Len’s voice threatened to break, but he gritted his teeth and held himself together. “I’m just trying to get home.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh yeah and where’s home?” The man questioned suspiciously, “Live around here do you?” 
 
      
 
    “N-no,” Len faltered, “I’m going to South Haven.” 
 
      
 
    “Hell of a trip!” The woman, also with a shaved head, laughed from further away. “You must have some money to be able to make it there!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Len shook his head. “I’m just walking.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you take us for?” The man with a rifle scoffed, taking another step toward Len. “Idiots?” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Len started again, but the man was too quick for him, leaping forward and grapping Len by the scruff of his shirt collar. “Give us your wallet and we’ll let you live.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t have anything, I swear!” Len couldn’t hide the panic in his voice now, forced to rise to his tiptoes as the man lifted him slightly with his fist. He was telling the truth. His wallet and phone had both been discarded in his car and that had probably been blown to pieces by now.   
 
      
 
    “You know what,” the man sneered in Len’s ear, so close Len could smell his breath. “I don’t think I believe you.” 
 
      
 
    Before Len could react the butt of a rifle hit him in the back of the head, another member of the shaven head group sneaking up behind him. Len crumpled to the ground; his arms automatically moving up to clutch his head. It didn’t help. Within seconds more people were surrounding him, kicking at his body as he curled up into the fetal position.  
 
      
 
    He cried out in pain, a fierce kick catching him hard in the ribcage as another nearly tore his ear from his head. He didn’t understand how people had succumbed to such base instincts only a few hours into such an apocalyptic event, the roots of human nature escaping Len’s comprehension.  
 
      
 
    His beating lasted for only minutes, Len taking several aggressive kicks over his body and a few to his face. His nose dripped blood into his mouth as someone—the initial aggressor with the rifle—bent down and shoved his hands into Len’s pockets. Finding nothing he spat at the ground beside Len, turning away and walking back the way he came.  
 
      
 
    “Wait!” A woman’s voice sounded behind Len, “There’s a baby over here!” 
 
      
 
    Len’s body stiffened on the ground. His muscles coiling as he grew ready to leap to his feet. They could beat him, but surely they wouldn’t hurt a baby? 
 
      
 
    “Leave it,” a man’s voice sounded from further away. “Just let it die like that useless fool.”  
 
      
 
    Scuffling of feet followed in what Len prayed was the woman walking away from the baby. He didn’t dare move until silence filled the street once more, the pain in his body growing more with each passing second. When he eventually uncoiled and looked back to where he’d laid the baby boy, tears sprung to his now swollen eyes for the third time that day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “My phone’s just switched off—I was supposed to text Tom and let him know when we got here.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, do you wanna use mine?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah if you—” 
 
      
 
    “Ah crap, mine’s dead too. Battery overheated, it says. Hey, Vic? Is your cell still working?” 
 
      
 
    “It was a minute ago. Wait, what the… the battery has just overheated apparently, what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, mine and Claire’s have cut out as well. This summer is just too hot man, nothing works in this heat.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah I wouldn’t mind a bit of rain you know, getting a bit fed up of drowning in sweat the minute I walk outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Haha gross.” 
 
      
 
    “Nah you’re always sweaty Claire, it’s just who you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, so true.” Maddie grinned; this summer was too hot, although she was really trying not to complain. University was finally over and now they had three long months of relaxing, drinking and doing nothing until work finally started in September.  
 
      
 
    The beer garden where the three of them sat was filled to capacity. The queue for the bar took about half an hour and even then the drinks were warm before anyone could get them back to their table. Maddie only lived about a five-minute walk away, but the apartment was just too hot to be inside of on a day like this. Issue was, every day was turning out to be a day like this. It was the hottest summer on record, every news bulletin just saying the same thing: more hot weather, more power outages and more excuses to spend every day at the pub.  
 
      
 
    “Tom knows we were coming here anyway,” Vic spoke up across the table, the condensation from her pint steadily dripping down to form a wet patch on her top. “It’s not like we ever go anywhere else.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah true,” Maddie laughed, “we’re really making the most of this summer.” 
 
      
 
    “Rather this than start work early,” Claire cut in, “I’m dreading being stuck in an office when the weather’s nice. Bet half of them don’t even have air conditioning.” 
 
      
 
    “Ew,” Vic laughed, “I’m so glad I decided to go traveling.” 
 
      
 
    “Aw I’m so jealous, is your route planned yet?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Vic’s face lit up, she was already counting down the days until she flew out to Mexico. The hot weather was actually a blessing for her, any excuse to work on that base tan before the big trip. “We’re flying into Mexico City, then going to work our way down the coast to Cancun, hop over to Belize, Guatemala…” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
      
 
    Maddie cut Vic off mid-sentence as a huge crash rocked the beer garden where the three of them sat. A giant plume of smoke billowed up into the sky and suddenly car alarms started blaring out, the sound of screeching tires and more cars slamming into one another quickly following.  
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a massive car crash.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds really close as well!” 
 
      
 
    Tens of people rose from their seats around the beer garden and rushed over to the fence, peering out into the road to see what had happened. Maddie was just rising from her seat to join them when the TV screen above her head cut out to static, one of the wires snapping off in a rage of sparks.  
 
      
 
    “Jesus!” She jumped up from her seat and moved around the other side of the table, standing behind Vic and Claire.  
 
      
 
    “You alright Maddie?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Maddie ran a hand through her hair, her fingers shaking slightly. “This is a real moment of—” 
 
      
 
    The other screens around the beer garden quickly silenced Maddie as each one of them followed suit, cutting to static and then sparking completely off.  
 
      
 
    “That one’s caught fire!” Claire joined Maddie on her feet as she pointed to the television in the far corner of the beer garden, now engulfed in flames as it hung precariously off its mount.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?” Vic’s voice was laced with fear, her eyes darting around the beer garden as more and more people rose to their feet and scattered away from the precarious television screens.  
 
      
 
    “Excuse me!” A voice boomed out from the entrance of the beer garden, and all eyes turned to look. “We’re closing the pub guys, sorry about the screens. If everyone could make their way out of the garden as quickly as possible please!” 
 
      
 
    “Ah man,” Vic mumbled, “what do you think’s caused this?” 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea,” Maddie shook her head, “come on, let’s just go back to my place.” 
 
      
 
    The three of them edged away from their table, following the hoards of people who’d also been told to evacuate the beer garden. Maddie was barely down the steps when another loud crash sounded out on the road, this one even closer than before. The people behind her pushed forward, curious to see what had happened when what sounded like a bomb going off suddenly erupted and the crowd was thrown to their feet in shock. 
 
      
 
    Screams and frightened voices started to make their way through the crowd as half of them pushed back into the beer garden while the other half fought to get out onto the road.  
 
      
 
    Maddie couldn’t see what was happening, her view each way obstructed by everyone around her. Vic and Claire were just in front, slowly somehow making their way forward as Maddie struggled to follow them. A minute later she was on the sidewalk, standing beside her friends as they clutched each other’s hands in fear.  
 
      
 
    Three cars were piled up in a heap in the middle of the road about fifty yards away, each of their hoods blown off and now ablaze with flames. People were standing around the perimeter watching, while a couple of courageous men tried to see if anyone was still inside the vehicles.  
 
      
 
    Maddie had just graduated from medical school and her training told her to go and help, to see if she could save anyone. But something else kept her rooted to the spot, the real-life disaster draining all the color from her face.  
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    “Maddie?” 
 
      
 
    “Can we still get back to your place from here?” 
 
      
 
    Claire shook Maddie slightly; bringing her back out of the daze she’d found herself in. She couldn’t help but stare at the accident, much like everyone else around them.  
 
      
 
    “Uh, yeah, shit,” eventually Maddie spoke, “we can go around the back, come on.” 
 
      
 
    The three girls started moving slowly away from the accident, all of them still very confused by what had happened. It was believable for one car to malfunction and cause an accident, but two, three? Something didn’t seem right about it. Combined with the TVs in the beer garden fusing and all of their phones dying, Maddie started to feel like something was happening to the electronics. Could it really just be a result of the heat wave, or was something else to blame? 
 
      
 
    The short walk to Maddie’s apartment was relatively uneventful compared to what had just happened. Traffic was gridlocked as a result of the crash and a couple of cars had broken down, smoking aggressively on the side of the road, but nothing seemed dangerous.  
 
      
 
    Pulling open the door to her building, Maddie didn’t even try to call for the elevator, opting for the stairs instead. As the three of them entered the apartment they were hit instantly by how hot it was, the air conditioning broken and the windows only cracking open at the top.  
 
      
 
    “It’s like a sauna in here!” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah remind me again why you haven’t got your AC fixed yet?” 
 
      
 
    “I have!” Maddie sighed exasperatedly, “I’ve had it fixed twice this summer it just keeps breaking again, something to do with the wiring.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that’s the same thing that happened with the TVs at the pub?” Vic questioned nervously, wringing her hands together as she looked up at the electric device. “You don’t think your AC will catch fire, do you?” 
 
      
 
    “Chill out Vic, it’s hot in here but it’s not that hot. Don’t think we need to worry about any fires!”  
 
      
 
    Maddie laughed away her friend’s comment, but a part of her was still cautious about trying to switch anything electronic on. Even moving to put her phone on charge made her hold her breath, but nothing happened. Literally nothing. Either her charger had stopped working as well or the power was out. Five seconds later she’d confirmed it: the power was out.  
 
      
 
    “So what do we do now?”  
 
      
 
    “Err, I’m pretty sure I have a deck of cards somewhere?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow life is exciting without electricity, I wonder what people used to do in the olden days?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve definitely got some beers in the fridge?” 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it!” Claire sprung to her feet, closing the distance between her and the fridge in seconds. “Oh, the power’s out on this as well. Looks like we’re gonna have to drink it all!” 
 
      
 
    Claire laughed, handing a now only slightly chilled bottle of Bud over to Maddie and then Vic. The three of them settled down on the couch, Vic shuffling the deck of cards as they quickly realized there was very little else to do. The power has to turn back on soon, though, Maddie sighed, technology can surely do better than this.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so bored!” Vic whined from the floor where she lay, the playing cards now abandoned in a mess beside her. “Why don’t we go back outside? There must be something we can do out there?” 
 
      
 
    Claire chucked a pillow across the room at her, “Yeah, and we’ve run out of beer…” 
 
      
 
    “Excellent point,” Vic grinned in agreement. “Come on Maddie, it was just a couple of freak car crashes and a power cut, nothing to be scared of.” 
 
      
 
    Maddie looked from one of her friends to the other. She supposed they were right. Nothing else had happened since they’d got back to her place, except for them slowly being roasted alive like chickens.  
 
      
 
    “Screw it,” she sighed rising to her feet, “maybe we should…” Maddie paused, listening for a moment. “Did you hear that?” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Vic and Claire both questioned in unison, each tilting their head to the side to listen.  
 
      
 
    “It sounds like…” 
 
      
 
    In an instant the noise became unbearable. It was like a crescendo of wind and engines, heading straight for them. Looking down at the street, Maddie couldn’t see any cars or anything in the distance that looked odd; nothing seemed to be out of place.  
 
      
 
    “Where is that coming from?” She shouted over the noise, it was almost impossible to hear her own voice as the sound continued to increase as whatever it was grew closer and closer. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Vic shouted back, now on her feet and frantically moving her head around the apartment, trying to figure out what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “It sounds like…” Claire started to repeat her earlier statement when a huge crash followed by a large explosion shook the building and the three of them were thrown to the ground.  
 
      
 
    Maddie looked up from where she lay on the ground to see the smoking wreckage of a plane—a Boeing 777 by the looks of it—lodged in the side of the building opposite hers. It had plummeted from the sky and smashed into the side of the apartment block, tearing a hole in the side of the building about the size of a delivery truck.  
 
      
 
    The plane had already caught fire, violent flames ripping through the metal shell and consuming everyone inside. As a doctor, Maddie knew there was nothing that could be done for the people trapped inside; some would’ve already been killed in the crash and sadly, they were the lucky ones. She’d dealt with burn victims while she was training and had heard stories from patients being trapped in burning buildings or even those who had been unlucky with kitchen fires. Every single one of them had said the pain of burning flesh was the most unbearable feeling they’d ever encountered and with every story she’d had to listen to Maddie grew slightly more afraid of fire. Now the building opposite hers was catching fire quicker than she could believe possible and despite the rapidly increasing temperature around her, the only thing Maddie could feel was the icy grip of fear that encompassed her heart.  
 
      
 
    “Maddie, come on.” 
 
      
 
    Slowly Maddie realized someone was shaking her and she looked around to see Vic and Claire on their feet, looks of terror etched across both their faces.  
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here,” Vic sounded panicked, “I think something hit this building as well.” 
 
      
 
    Taking a deep breath and trying to push the idea of being burned alive from her head Maddie pushed herself to her feet and nodded to her friend. “Okay.” Together the three of them walked quickly out of the living room, Maddie glancing back over her shoulder to see more of the identical apartment block collapsing under the heat of the flames and crumbling to the ground.  
 
      
 
    As quickly as they dared they exited Maddie’s apartment and moved down the corridor, all three of them desperate to get outside and find somewhere of relative safety. A plane crash didn’t just happen, there would be emergency crews in the area any minute now and each of them wanted to be somewhere they could be saved.  
 
      
 
    Walking down the stairs Maddie saw dust swimming in the air and rubble on the floor downstairs. She slowed her pace slightly as they approached the final corner on the stairs and poked her head around the side of the wall. The sight ahead of her made Maddie go weak at the knees and she was forced to grip the banister to stop her legs from giving way. A part of the plane, what looked like an engine, appeared to have come loose during the crash and smashed through the wall of her building. The wall and ceiling had broken apart from the impact and now lay in a heap on the floor, blocking the exit.  
 
      
 
    Looking around the wall once more Maddie noticed distinct sparks spitting out of the powerful engine and threatening to catch fire on the rubble surrounding it. This couldn’t be happening. Her worst fears had been realized. They were trapped and it looked like the fire was about to spread. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Amy winced as she watched her son slam his palms against his ears again, desperately trying to stop the blanket of screams that tore through the air. They crept down alleyways, trying to avoid the main roads where cars still constantly exploded from the fuel heating up inside of them. Amy knew while there was still so much fire around the gasoline would continue to burn and the flames didn’t look like dying out any time soon.  
 
      
 
    There was still another couple of hours before nighttime set in, but already the sky was becoming clouded with gray smoke. An unnatural darkness was slowly forming and Amy knew she wanted to be safely inside before it got any worse. James’s safety was at the forefront of her mind and she desperately wanted to get them into familiar surroundings so she could hatch a plan for the pair of them. 
 
      
 
    The new house Amy had bought in South Haven was quite a bit smaller than the one she had shared with Len in Chicago. But it was quaint, cozy and just how she wanted it. Nestled against the lake Amy could imagine she was looking out to sea, dreaming of being on a tropical island with a tall drink in her hand.  
 
      
 
    James loved it too. He had swapped a large back garden for a beach and Amy regarded that as an even trade. He had spent hours every evening paddling in the lake after school, the extreme temperatures making the water warm enough even as the sun started to set. Amy even found him a second-hand surfboard to lounge on; not that there were any waves or any real use for it, but James liked to float around in the shallows even so.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully as Amy steered her son left and down one final alleyway, the sounds of terror started to fade into the background. They were by no means gone and Amy didn’t think she would ever forget them, but away from the main roads seemed to be a lot quieter.  
 
      
 
    She wondered if she could find a news source at home, some possible explanation for what was happening. The domino effect on the cars had been insane, the fire spreading between each one so quickly. Amy was glad she didn’t drive any longer; she couldn’t imagine what would have happened if she’d been in a car on her way to collect James.  
 
      
 
    “Look, Mom!” 
 
      
 
    Amy followed her son’s pointed finger in the direction of their home, built at the end of an identical row. Somehow there wasn’t any fire there, despite South Haven being in bits just ten minutes away. The fire crews will put it all out, Amy told herself; she didn’t want to think about the deadly flames reaching her home.  
 
      
 
    Walking along the quiet street Amy looked into the windows of her neighbors’ houses. The first she passed housed an elderly couple who sometimes stepped in to watch James if Amy had to run out of the house for an hour or two in the evenings. She noticed them immediately, sitting on their couch staring into space. Tilly, the older woman, noticed Amy as she walked past and nudged her husband, causing him to rise from the couch and leave the room. The next thing Amy knew Reg was opening his front door, beckoning for Amy to come in.  
 
      
 
    James ran over without care or abandon, although Amy followed more cautiously. She wasn’t sure why; Tilly and Reg were good people. She wouldn’t exactly call them her friends, but they were like an estranged aunt and uncle you saw only twice a year.  
 
      
 
    “Amy, what’re you doing outside?” Reg shook his head softly with concern, “Surely you know it’s not safe?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry Reg,” Amy took James by the shoulders and held him in front of her just outside the old couple’s house. “We’re heading inside now. Don’t suppose you know what’s going on?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh… you… don’t know?” Reg looked genuinely surprised and Amy took a step forward, finally following the old man into the house.  
 
      
 
    “Are you alright dear?” Tilly asked as the three of them joined her in the front room, “You shouldn’t be outside in this you know, it’s not safe.” 
 
      
 
    “She doesn’t know what’s happened Tilly,” Reg sat back down beside his wife, “she doesn’t have a clue.” 
 
      
 
    “Really?” Tilly sounded equally surprised and Amy started to fidget, wishing one of them would just tell her what had happened without fussing so much over her.  
 
      
 
    James had moved over to the large fish tank occupying one wall of the room, gleefully watching the tropical animals swim from one end to the other, although the light and filter in the tank had both stopped working. Amy perched on the armchair opposite Tilly and Reg, indicating with her face that she was waiting for an explanation.  
 
      
 
    “The reporter said,” Tilly started before furrowing her brow, “what was it again, Reg?” 
 
      
 
    “A mass ejection.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes that’s right, my memory isn’t what it used to be, now is it? Anyway, yes this mass ejection was some sort of reaction on the sun, pointed in the direction of us! Earth! The television cut out halfway through but they said it would cause blackouts and all sorts of things. We’ve been warned to stay inside so that the government can do their job fixing it. What’s it like out there? Has anything else happened?” 
 
      
 
    Amy was stunned for a moment. The news report Tilly and Reg had heard didn’t sound like it covered half of what was happening outside. Blackouts were the least of the town’s worries, it was a battle to stay alive let alone see in the dark.  
 
      
 
    “Is it everywhere then?” Amy asked, ignoring Tilly’s own question to her. She wanted all the information possible and a part of her didn’t want to scare the old couple with the truth that the chaos was much worse than they believed.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes I think so,” Tilly nodded, looking to Reg for support once more.  
 
      
 
    “Aye,” he returned his wife’s nod and took her hand softly. “All over the country I think, maybe even the world.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” was all Amy could think to say, her mind running at the thought of the whole country going up in flames. It terrified her more than she cared to admit. She couldn’t predict how other places would react to the “mass ejection” as Reg put it. The cars in South Haven had exploded, but would that be the same everywhere else? What would happen in the even larger towns or the capital cities? Would planes start blowing up like the cars had? Would they start dropping out of the sky? What would happen to Chicago? 
 
      
 
    Len sprung to her mind immediately. Even though she ended their marriage and deliberately moved away from her ex-husband, there was a part of her that would always love him. Plus he was the father of her child and some of Amy's heart threatened to break at the thought of James growing up without a father.  
 
      
 
    Len wasn’t the most resourceful man, nor was he one for thinking on his feet. Amy could only hope he had been somewhere safe when everything started to go wrong, she dreaded to think what would have happened if Len got caught up in the middle of it all.  
 
      
 
    “… Amy?” 
 
      
 
    Blinking rapidly Amy realized that she had zoned out for a while, not responding until Reg said her name for a third time.  
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright, dear?” Tilly said with a frown, “Is it really bad outside?” 
 
      
 
    Amy paused, uncertain whether to tell the old couple the truth or not. She didn’t want to panic them even more, but on the other hand she didn’t want to leave them unprepared. Tilly and Reg reminded her of her parents to some extent. They were both now living in a retirement home in Florida. She’d spoken to them about a week ago, but Amy had no idea of knowing what would be happening that far down south.  
 
      
 
    “There’s quite a few fires that’ve started,” Amy said carefully, choosing to tred between the complete truth and a total lie. “All the power is out as well like you said; cars have stopped working and everyone seems pretty panicked.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh dear,” Tilly gripped Reg’s hand a little tighter. “Well at least you’re back home now,” she forced a smile onto her face, “if we stay inside everything will sort itself out I’m sure.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Amy faked a smile, wishing she could share in Tilly’s naivety. “We better be getting home actually, could use a shower and a change of clothes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes, of course,” Tilly pushed herself up from her seat on the couch and shuffled over toward Amy. “You take care of yourself, and feel free to come back round at any time.”  
 
      
 
    The old woman leaned down and wrapped her arms around Amy, squeezing her in a gentle hug. Amy returned the gesture, slightly caught off guard by the display of emotion. She wondered if she would ever see the old couple again. After everything she had seen so far Amy knew she couldn’t predict how anything would play out.  
 
      
 
    “You too,” she smiled as she stood up, reaching over to tap James on the back and get his attention. “Probably best to stay inside like you say, you’ll both be safe here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Reg said with a smile, helping his wife lower herself back onto the couch beside him. “See you soon; bye James!” 
 
      
 
    “Bye bye,” James waved as Amy escorted him out of the room, the boy somehow seeming to have already forgotten the horrors they’d witnessed less than an hour earlier.  
 
      
 
    Amy couldn’t forget it though, despite how much she tried. She knew the destruction would reach their street eventually. They wouldn’t be able to stay there for long. But she needed to act calm in front of James, she needed him to believe they were just going home as normal and that everything was going to be okay. Inside however she was planning, working out their next move and their route out of the chaos.  
 
      
 
    As they walked along the rest of the street Amy refrained from looking into any other windows. She didn’t want to be delayed any longer, the screams from the center of South Haven still not completely out of earshot.  
 
      
 
    “Take your shoes off,” she said out of habit as she opened the front door, their house still perfectly intact and unharmed like every other one in the row. James obliged, kicking his sneakers off and running into their front room.  
 
      
 
    Amy smiled after him. He was such a sweet boy and she desperately hoped he was going to remain that way. She didn’t want him to become scarred because of what he experienced, far too much had already happened for an eight year old to understand. 
 
      
 
    “Mom! It’s not working!” 
 
      
 
    Amy followed her son into their front room to find him clutching the television remote, pointing it at the screen and pressing buttons to no avail.  
 
      
 
    “The power’s out, James,” Amy spoke softly, prying the remote from her son’s hand. “Why don’t you do some drawing or something?” 
 
      
 
    James pouted, clearly unimpressed by Amy’s alternative activity, but walked across the room to his collection of colored pencils anyway. Amy slumped down on the couch, her mind unable to so quickly switch off from what she had seen.  
 
      
 
    The sights kept replaying in front of her eyes: the old woman trapped underneath the wheels of the truck, the way Amy had held her hand as the life slowly faded from her. The father and daughter killed instantly in a car crash, nothing anyone could do to save either of their lives.  
 
      
 
    The awful moment when James was swept away from her in the crowd, the feeling of not knowing where her son was in all the chaos and fear. Then all the cars exploding. It was such a harrowing experience Amy was certain it was burnt into her memories forever. The sight of body parts flying into the air, people being killed instantly, burnt alive.  
 
      
 
    Amy shuddered and pulled a blanket off of the back of the couch and around her shoulders. She wasn’t cold, not in any way, but it provided her with a source of comfort. Just for a second, she wanted to feel like everything was okay. Then she would start preparing for what was to come. She would come up with a plan and take James somewhere safe to wait for everything to blow over. She would protect him until her dying breath, but just for one second she wanted to feel like someone was holding her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A tugging on her arm startled Amy awake. She couldn’t believe that she’d fallen asleep. Glancing outside, she saw it was almost completely dark out. How long had she slept for? How could she have let that happen in such a time of stress? 
 
      
 
    “Mom,” James whispered from beside her, his hand still on the sleeve of her shirt. “I think there’s someone in the house…”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Amy snapped back to panic mode immediately, focusing all of her senses on her surroundings. Looking at her son she saw a real pang of fear in his eyes. He wasn’t making this up; there was someone in their home with them.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s mind ran through the possibilities. Could it be Tilly and Reg, come to check on them for some reason? She dismissed the thought straight away; there was no chance the elderly couple would be leaving their home. Amy could see how frightened they both were, even if they had tried their best to hide it.  
 
      
 
    Her next thought was it was some kind of police officer or emergency support crew, sent out to check on the residents in their homes. The idea wasn’t even fully formed before Amy dismissed that as well; with all the chaos that was going on in the center there was no way resources would be spared simply to check up on people at home.  
 
      
 
    That only left one option. Someone had broken in and almost certainly not with good intentions.  
 
      
 
    Amy stroked James’s hair and pressed a finger to her lips to indicate silence as she quickly tried to decide what to do. Did whoever had broken in already know she and her son were inside? Either way the outcome didn’t look good and Amy was on edge about what they would do when they found her. In the state South Haven was already in, even the slightest hiccup in someone’s plan could send him or her over the edge.  
 
      
 
    “Where?” Amy eventually whispered to her little boy. She had yet to hear anyone in the house but the look on James’s face made her positive he was telling the truth.  
 
      
 
    James didn’t say anything in response, just pointed to the ceiling above his head. Upstairs, Amy deduced, an almost perfectly timed creak in the floorboards confirming her son’s theory. Someone was definitely inside, but whether they knew Amy and James were there too remained a mystery.  
 
      
 
    Hide? Or confront the intruders?  
 
      
 
    If Amy was alone she knew exactly what she would do. But she had her son to look after now and she wasn’t willing to risk his safety for anything. Hiding was her only option.  
 
      
 
    As quietly as she could manage Amy pushed herself up from the couch where she’d fallen asleep, wincing as the fabric rustled beneath her. James was quiet as a mouse, standing stock-still and clinging onto Amy’s hand like a vice. Her mind led her to only one place, the wicker cupboard next to the living room door where she stored old blankets and board games. It would be a squeeze, but she’d have to make it work.  
 
      
 
    Holding her breath Amy tugged open the cupboard door, revealing the mess of blankets she had thrown in haphazardly when they’d first moved to South Haven. Her heart sank as she realized how small the cupboard truly was. Even with all the contents removed it’d be a struggle to hide them both inside.  
 
      
 
    James appeared to understand what Amy was thinking as she looked into the cupboard, squeezing her hand harder and shaking his head from side to side.  
 
      
 
    “Baby,” Amy whispered under her breath, “you need to hide.” 
 
      
 
    James opened his mouth to speak when another creak sounded from above them, trapping whatever words he had planned to say in his throat. Amy gave her son a desperate look, pleading with her eyes for him to hide inside the cupboard.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll stay in here,” she whispered again, sparing a glance over her shoulder to the stairs just visible outside the living room door. “I won’t let you out of my sight, I promise.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James whimpered eventually, letting go of his mother’s hand and stepping forward toward the cupboard. Amy worked quickly and quietly, securing her son in a cocoon of blankets and shutting the door. If you looked closely you could still see him through the cracks in the wicker, but it was going to have to do.  
 
      
 
    Now the only issue was where Amy would go. She didn’t want to draw any attention to where James was hiding, but couldn’t bear to leave the room now that he was shut into the cupboard. Running a hand through her hair, Amy walked toward the window, sparing a glance at the outside world. In fright she immediately dropped to the floor, seeing two men stood outside her house, crowbars in each of their hands. Her heart pounded in her chest as she wondered whether they had seen her and whether they were with whoever was upstairs.  
 
      
 
    Crawling along the floor Amy returned to the wicker cupboard, pressing her face against the door.  
 
      
 
    “James,” she tried to hide the fear now present in her own voice. “I’m going to have to hide somewhere else, okay? Stay here and don’t make a sound, but scream if you need me.”  
 
      
 
    She waited for a reply from her young son, silence greeting her ears instead.  
 
      
 
    “I love you,” Amy spoke quietly, forcing herself to crawl away from the cupboard. In desperation she tugged on a beanbag that lay on the ground in front of the television and positioned it in front of the cupboard, hiding her son more from view. It broke her heart to have to leave him, but she had to protect herself, too. As much as nothing could happen to her son, she also needed to be around to take care of him.  
 
      
 
    Amy quickly mentally mapped around the small two-bedroom house that she and James shared. There weren’t many options when it came to hiding places; she and James had played hide-and-seek enough times, but always out by the lake where he had trees to hide behind and sand between his toes. And never when he was in danger.  
 
      
 
    The downstairs simply consisted of the living room where Amy found herself already, the hallway leading from the front door to the stairs and around to the kitchen/dining room, where double doors led out onto a beautiful patio overlooking Lake Michigan.  
 
      
 
    The intruder—whoever it was—must have come in through the front door, which Amy realized in horror she had forgotten to lock when the two of them returned from Tilly and Reg’s down the road. Any sound of someone breaking in would have woken her and saved James from the horrible discovery. Amy scolded herself internally; she could no longer afford the luxury of being selfish and wanting those extra five minutes to herself. Everything had changed so quickly and she needed to think three steps ahead at all times.  
 
      
 
    Shaking her head Amy at least deduced that the presence of herself and James would have gone unnoticed. The view of where she had been sitting on the couch wasn’t visible from the stairs; someone would have to physically walk into the living room to see her. No one in their right mind would have continued up the stairs if they were aware the homeowner was only a few yards away.  
 
      
 
    All this knowledge, however, didn’t help Amy much in deciding what to do. The seconds ticked by too quickly as she frantically tried to create a plan of some description, something that would keep both her and James out of harm’s way.  
 
      
 
    “All clear!”  
 
      
 
    A man’s voice bellowed from above her, shouting out of the window to the two men on the street. Shit, Amy thought, she was too late. Seconds later the sound of her front door opening filled the house and a set of heavy boots pounded down the stairs to greet the fellow intruders.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s options ran through her head. In reality there were only two: confront the men or hide. Neither of which she felt confident about, the wellbeing of James shut inside the cupboard always at the forefront of her mind. As the seconds ticked by though, the choice drifted out of Amy’s control.  
 
      
 
    As the first man rounded the corner his mouth dropped open, shocked to see Amy in the center of the living room, staring him dead in the eye. Another man pushed past him, entering the room as well. He too was dressed with a look of surprise upon seeing Amy, the house only announced as “all clear” a minute earlier.  
 
      
 
    “Zephyr,” the second man mumbled under his breath, beckoning for the third intruder to step forward. “Does this look like an empty house to you?”  
 
      
 
    As Zephyr—the man who Amy assumed had been creeping around upstairs—locked eyes with her, Amy’s heart leapt. She knew him. She saw him almost every day. He was the young man, no more than twenty years of age, who served Amy her morning coffee every day in the cafe just around the corner. Neither of the other men she recognized, but Zephyr had been present in her morning routine for months now. His soft brown eyes and friendly smile twinned with her freshly ground cappuccino.  
 
      
 
    “I...” Zephyr started to speak, his words lost upon finding Amy still in her home.  
 
      
 
    The other man, the one who has spoken first, shushed him, turning his back to Amy to speak with his two partners. Amy didn’t have a clue what to do, she was all too aware that James was listening in and she needed to protect him. But she was also still painfully aware of the two crowbars clutched menacingly in front of her.  
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” She eventually forced out, trying to keep the fear from breaking in her voice.  
 
      
 
    The dominant man looked back over his shoulder at her question and scoffed, turning back to his hushed conversation.  
 
      
 
    “What’s going on outside?”  
 
      
 
    Amy changed tact. She was certain the men had broken into her home to steal, but hoped their finding her present could somehow change their plan.  
 
      
 
    “Why are you—”  
 
      
 
    “Shut up!” The dominant man shouted as he spun back around to face Amy. “Zephyr, Clem, get what we need from the house. I’ll watch her.”  
 
      
 
    Amy winced as the two other men slid out of the room, Zephyr offering her a meek shake of his head as he exited. Amy was more afraid now that he had gone; the man she was left with had an evil glint to his eye, a dangerous glint.  
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” Amy tried again, using a tactic she has seen in television shows a thousand times. Keep your attacker—or whatever this man qualified as—talking. Try to humanize yourself, try to distract them from the reason for the assault. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try and act stupid lady,” the man took a step toward her, the menacing look never leaving his face. “You must know what’s going on outside. Everything is crumbling down. Buildings, society… the laws that come alongside it. It’s every man for himself out there now. No point sitting pretty and waiting for someone to come and rescue you. You’ve got to look out for number one now.” 
 
      
 
    “So,” Amy paused, confused by the man’s monologue. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    The man laughed, an ugly and grating sound. “Maybe you’re not just acting stupid. Supplies of course. We intend to survive out there and we know which way this is going to go. Figured we’d get a little head start.” 
 
      
 
    A part of Amy sagged with relief, but she refused to let it show. At least it didn’t sound like the men were going to hurt her; steal from her yes, but at least leave her alive. Banging down the stairs indicated that Zephyr and the other man were finished pillaging the bedrooms, filling their bags with whatever they regarded useful.  
 
      
 
    The man in front of her stopped speaking at the sound, waiting for his companions to return. Zephyr didn’t come back into the living room, but the other man did. He whispered something to his friend before following Zephyr out into Amy’s kitchen, no doubt taking every non-perishable item of food she owned.  
 
      
 
    “Where’s your little boy then?” 
 
      
 
    Amy’s heart almost stopped beating in her chest. Her eyes flicked involuntarily to the wicker cupboard where James was hiding silently before turning back to the man in front of her. The motion was so quick that she didn’t even realize she’d done it, but the man across from her wasn’t so foolish. In an instant he strode toward the cupboard, throwing the beanbag to the side and yanking open the door.  
 
      
 
    Amy cried out in horror as he picked James up and planted him on the floor between them, one hand resting firmly on her son’s shoulder. Suddenly Amy’s mouth went dry and her heart started pounding in her chest. She gritted her teeth inside her mouth and swallowed, slowly. If this man dared do anything to try and hurt her son, Amy would have no regrets about how she acted.  
 
      
 
    “Why were you hiding, kid?” 
 
      
 
    James didn’t say a word, his eyes locked onto his mother’s. “Leave him alone,” Amy spoke with more strength in her voice than she’d ever thought possible, the sheer need to protect her son burning out of her pores.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry,” the man grinned at Amy once more, “we wouldn’t hurt a little boy.” 
 
      
 
    Amy didn’t trust him for a second and lunged forward to grab her son. The man was too quick however, yanking James out of her way and behind his body.  
 
      
 
    “Zephyr, Clem, get in here!” 
 
      
 
    His partners ran into the living room, large bags slung over their backs that were filled to the brim with stolen goods. Zephyr also had one of Amy’s kitchen knives in his right hand, something that caught her eye instantly. Amy lunged forward toward James again, the still unnamed man now holding her back.  
 
      
 
    “Get off me!” She screamed, rage and fear mingling together in her voice. “James!”  
 
      
 
    “Get the stuff in the truck!”  
 
      
 
    One of the men—Clem—followed orders immediately, racing out of Amy’s front door with his bags in tow. Zephyr was holding onto James now, keeping him out of arms reach as Amy struggled against the giant stranger who pinned her arms behind her back.  
 
      
 
    “Take the boy out,” the leader growled, his mouth right next to Amy’s ear. “You never know, we could find a use for him.” 
 
      
 
    Amy saw red at the man’s words, throwing her head backwards and breaking his nose in the process. She scrambled forward toward her son, finally free of his grip and able to close down Zephyr. The young coffee shop employee shoved James behind his back and held out Amy’s own kitchen knife in front of him, wielding it without any skill or training. The addition of a knife made Amy’s heart beat even faster, but the thought of being hurt physically didn’t even come close to the thought of someone hurting her son. 
 
      
 
    “Run, James!” Amy cried, the leader of the group now standing up behind her, his face bloody and his nose already starting to swell.  
 
      
 
    “Big mistake, lady,” he spat, his blood decorating the mirror above Amy’s fireplace. “Big mistake.” 
 
      
 
    Amy froze in between the two men, watching as her son ran out of the room and into the kitchen. No more than a second passed before the first man lunged for her, looking like he was capable of killing her with his meaty hands alone. Amy squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the pain to come. A second passed. Two. She felt no pain, no wet sensation of blood on her body.  
 
      
 
    Opening her eyes she gasped to see Zephyr in front of her, the kitchen knife lodged in his partner’s chest. Amy didn’t dare move as she watched the man fall to his knees, his hand feebly holding onto the handle of the knife. Slowly, life drained from his eyes as his blood drained onto the once cream carpeting. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t describe the relief he felt to see the little boy exactly where he’d left him. Untouched. Unharmed. Safe. Well, as safe as you could be in the current state of affairs. He hobbled over to the baby, bending down and scooping him up in his arms. He was blissfully asleep; unaware of the horrible torture Len had just endured.  
 
      
 
    Slowly lowering himself down to the ground Len laid the young boy—he was going to have to come up with a name for him—back down on the floor and sat beside him. Only then did Len let his body fully embrace the pain it was in.  
 
      
 
    His ribs were tender, possibly cracked, and his right kneecap felt like it’d been slammed in a door. His left eye was much worse than his right, but both were swollen and sore, distorting his vision slightly. The blood from his nose had thankfully dried and running his tongue across his teeth Len was relieved to find them all still in his mouth.  
 
      
 
    The sheer brutality of those people amazed him and Len started to feel a stab of rage bubbling up inside of him. He needed to stand up for himself more, he needed to grow a backbone and not let people treat him the way they did. Sure, what he’d experienced had been an extreme situation, but the attitude Len had had wasn’t anything new.  
 
      
 
    Deep down Len knew himself to be a coward. It’s why he didn’t argue when he lost the promotion he knew he truly deserved and it’s ultimately why his marriage broke down. Too many times had he turned away from a conversation when it started to stem into an argument, too many times had he bowed out of any possibility of confrontation.  
 
      
 
    As Len sat on the floor he tried to make a vow to himself. The old Len couldn’t survive in what was turning out to be the new Chicago and a small part of him knew he wouldn’t make it to South Haven unless something changed. Shaking his head, Len realized he didn’t know how to change. He’d lived the same way for all his years, even dutifully handing over his lunch money to the school bully when he was a child.  
 
      
 
    He tried to force an epiphany moment onto himself but it just wouldn’t come. He’d just been faced with the perfect opportunity to change and yet he’d laid on the ground and taken a beating. In some ways it was like he was back in school.  
 
      
 
    Squeezing his eyes shut and laying a hand on his ribs Len took in a deep breath. The motion hurt him, causing him to bite down on his cracked bottom lip to distract himself from the pain elsewhere. His journey had just been made even more difficult, but he couldn’t give up.  
 
      
 
    “You’ve got a family somewhere,” he mumbled to the baby boy by his side, “and I do too.” 
 
      
 
    Forcing himself to stand despite the pain, Len stared down the street with his little companion in his arms. He didn’t want to head in the same direction, but knew he still needed to get home. The only other possible route—without backtracking into the center of Chicago—was the river. 
 
      
 
    Gritting his teeth, Len slowly put one foot in front of the other and started making his way down a side street he was fairly confident led toward one of the rivers that ran off Lake Michigan. His sense of direction was yet another part of him that he was the first to admit wasn’t very impressive. But Lake Michigan was big; it was impossible to miss it even for him.  
 
      
 
    When the outskirts of Chinatown started to slowly appear, Len knew he was going in the right direction. As he continued deeper into the area however, what he saw was nothing like he remembered it.  
 
      
 
    Len used to bring James to Chinatown when they all still lived together. He loved the colored lanterns and mouth-watering smells that graced every inch of the place. Local residents mingled together, tasting the delicious treats and browsing the eclectic mix of tapestries, ornaments and clothing with smiles on their faces. It had been a happy place for Len and James, always leaving with full stomachs and fuller memories.  
 
      
 
    Now it was like a bomb had gone off. The streets were still deserted for the most part, although Len passed a middle-aged couple crouching in a doorway on his walk to the center. He offered them a smile and a wave, but was greeted only by them turning their backs and halting their conversation. Raising an eyebrow, Len continued on.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t need to walk through the center of Chinatown to reach the river crossing he knew to be nearby, but a part of him just couldn’t stop himself. Partly because he wanted to see what it was like, whether there were any more survivors in another densely populated area that were soldiering on. The other part was solely for sentimental reasons. His son wouldn’t leave his mind and the streets of Chicago’s Chinatown were dear to them both.  
 
      
 
    When Len saw the large ornate red archway crumpled in the middle of the road however, he wished he’d never come. One of the supports had fallen down, causing the heavy Welcome to Chinatown lettering to smash into the concrete below. Len counted three bodies trapped underneath it, crushed under the immense weight of the sign.  
 
      
 
    As he continued to walk, more death and destruction met his eyes. Where once there had been tens of stalls crowding together, there was now just rubble, much of it still smoking from the fires that had clearly torn through the area.  
 
      
 
    The air was still sticky with heat, the sweat on Len’s brow now a permanent feature of his appearance. His injuries didn’t help either, the slow pace he was forced to set meant he had longer to take in the destruction. The lives of what had been thousands of people now nothing but a pile of rubble.  
 
      
 
    He tried to pick up his feet and force his body out of the area, the thought of what would have happened to him and James if they had been in Chinatown when the chaos hit physically hurting him to think of. He recognized an old shop front, one where they’d often sat down for a refreshing beverage.  
 
      
 
    It looked like a fire had blazed from the inside, the interior nothing but a shell of empty memories. The fire still blazed at the back of the building, the added heat only hurrying Len along on his route. They burned so sporadically it was hard to predict what had caused them. So many devastating options ran through Len’s mind he knew it was best not to question and just accept the inevitable.  
 
      
 
    Wrapping the little boy tighter in the folds of his shirt Len tried to shield him from their surroundings. He knew the baby wouldn’t remember any of this—in that way maybe he was the luckiest person left in Chicago—but part of him still wanted to protect him. He needed to keep him safe.  
 
      
 
    Finally breaking out of Chinatown, the tell-tale signs of a once cheerful place fading into the Lower West Side, Len knew the river crossing was nearby. If he could cross it quickly, home wouldn’t be far away and Len desperately wanted to make it back before dark. Even with the beautiful lights that had danced over the skies previously.  
 
      
 
    As Len edged closer to the southern branch of the river, smoke started to whirl in the air in front of his eyes. The smell of burning scratched at his nostrils and Len was forced to squint as the smoke rapidly became thicker. Holding one arm around the baby pressed against his chest, Len was forced to raise his other to protect his eyes.  
 
      
 
    With a gasp Len suddenly realized what was burning. The bridge. Ahead of him, the very escape route Len had planned on using to get home was a torrent of flames, the gasoline from the cars stranded across it fueling it with no sign of it waning. 
 
      
 
    Len’s heart sank as he stopped dead in his tracks, not knowing what to do next. The river had been his backup plan, his saving grace after being unable to travel his original route. The next crossing was miles away and there was no way of predicting whether that had gone up in flames as well. He simply needed to get across, but how? 
 
      
 
    Pushing himself closer to the edge of the river Len tried to find a solution. He spotted several large water taxis moored up on the riverbank, but there was no way Len could figure out how to drive one. They were designed to hold over a hundred people, ferrying them to work when the roads became too congested or for those certain people just preferred the water.  
 
      
 
    He kept walking though, with no other option presenting itself, staying close to the water’s edge. Even though the smoke was thicker there, it gradually started to thin as he moved away from the burning bridge.  
 
      
 
    Looking down at the baby Len started to softly hum a lullaby he used to sing to James when he still had trouble sleeping. The melody calmed him but also made his eyes glaze with a sheen of tears. Everything he did reminded him of his family and yet everything that possibly could seemed to be getting in the way of him seeing them again.  
 
      
 
    South Haven won’t be as bad as Chicago, Len constantly told himself, his wishful thinking the only thing keeping him sane. Amy and James will just be sitting at home, listening to stories of what’s happening on the news. They won’t be in danger, they won’t be afraid, they’ll be safe.  
 
      
 
    The whine of an engine snapped Len back to his senses as he tried to discern where it was coming from. His first thought was the road; could somebody have possibly got a car working? It seemed impossible, especially with the roads gridlocked even more so than they were during morning rush hour.  
 
      
 
    Disregarding the idea Len turned his concentration back to the river, looking back in the direction of the burning bridge. Sure enough a small fleck of a boat was making its way toward him, tearing along the center of the still waters.  
 
      
 
    Len bit his lip. His first thought was to draw attention to himself, make them aware that he was someone who needed assistance in crossing the river. The twinge in his ribs told him to do the complete opposite though, the memory of being beaten by strangers far too fresh in his mind.  
 
      
 
    Instead Len hobbled toward a small shelter, one that used to be where people gathered to wait for a water taxi during the pouring Chicago rain. Now it wasn’t really used for anything by the look of things, the more upscale waiting platforms closer to the bridge and the newly built dock having taken its place.  
 
      
 
    Entering the old brick shelter, Len placed the little boy down on one of the seats. The small building was sweltering, heat appearing to magnify due to the enclosed nature of the space. He wiped a filthy sleeve across his forehead, the fabric of his once expensive shirt coming away covered in sweat, blood and dirt. Len barely gave it a second thought however, knowing survival was far more important than wealth or possessions in a time like this.  
 
      
 
    From the windows—although they were more like holes in the side of the building now, the glass long knocked out by weather or vandals—Len watched the approaching boat. It looked like a small speedboat of some kind, and as it fully emerged from the darkness of the smoke Len realized it was exactly that. The words Chicago P.D. were printed on the side, marking it as a vehicle of the city’s police department.  
 
      
 
    Squinting harder, Len tried to discern whether the people in the boat belonged to the police department as well. He could only make out two passengers, both with short hair—probably male, Len assumed—but their clothing was impossible to make out from such a distance. They continued tearing along the river, passing Len hidden away in his building without sparing a fleeting glance in his direction. Then, gradually, they began to veer out of the center of the river and toward the shore where Len was hiding. 
 
      
 
    Now Len really didn’t know what to do. The pair parked the speedboat maybe five hundred yards from where he hid, a journey Len was unlikely to make undetected. So, without any other options, he simply continued to watch them. One of the men jumped out of the boat, the other throwing a rope to the first, which he fastened around some sort of mooring block. When the boat was firmly secured however, the man simply climbed back into it and sat back beside his companion.  
 
      
 
    Watching their behavior for a moment, Len carefully noted how they interacted with one another. They seemed friendly, one of them casually putting their arm around the other. Over five minutes passed and they still hadn’t moved from the boat, appearing to just engage in regular conversation.  
 
      
 
    Len fidgeted where he stood. What were they waiting for? Who were they waiting for? The group with the shaved heads danced around in Len’s vision. Could these two others be a part of that faction? Their short hair put the suspicion in Len’s mind, but he knew he couldn’t live the rest of his life, however short it may turn out to be, frightened of anyone with a bald head.  
 
      
 
    As if on cue the baby started crying behind him and Len rushed to his side trying to quiet the poor boy. How long had it been since he had eaten anything? How long since he had been changed? Len knew perfectly well how to look after a baby, but not when he was alone in a desolate ruin of Chicago. He needed help and he needed to be confident enough to ask for it.  
 
      
 
    Picking the little boy up in his arms once more Len kissed the top of his head and stepped outside of his sheltered building. Whoever those people were in the speedboat, he needed to give them a chance. Hiding away like a coward wasn’t going to help anyone. Not him, not the baby and least of all his family. With a deep breath, Len started to walk toward the boat.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    They noticed him earlier than Len would have liked. One of the figures rose to their feet within the boat and pointed directly at Len, nudging the other with their arm. Len took a sharp intake of breath but forced himself to keep walking, there were only about a hundred yards to go now until he reached the small vessel.  
 
      
 
    Keeping one arm wrapped around the baby boy he’d carried from the center of Chicago, he raised his other arm above his head and offered the two people within the boat a polite wave.  
 
      
 
    “Hello!” he called, speaking first as he started to walk down the small jetty to where the police speedboat was bobbing peacefully on the still river water. “You guys alright?” 
 
      
 
    As Len approached he realized that both the people in the boat weren’t male, one being a young woman just with short cut hair. The man with her looked a similar age, possibly both in their mid to late twenties. They definitely didn’t look like police officers though, telling Len immediately that the boat didn’t belong to them.  
 
      
 
    “Hi,” the woman spoke first, “yeah, you?” Len could see right away that she felt awkward by the forced conversation and as he came to a stop just a few feet away from the boat he saw equally awkward expressions upon both of the boaters’ faces.  
 
      
 
    Something told him neither of them were a threat, they were simply trying to keep safe while Chicago was falling down around them. As the older member of the group, Len tried to summon up some courage to act his age and give off an air of composure to the couple.  
 
      
 
    “As good as can be expected,” he offered the two people what he hoped was a confident smile. “I found this little one,” he gestured to the baby in his arms, “in the city. Don’t suppose you have any food he could eat, do you?”  
 
      
 
    The woman gasped, “He’s not yours?” 
 
      
 
    Len shook his head, jiggling the little boy against his chest to try to keep him quiet. “No, his mother didn’t make it. And when I found him there wasn’t a single other person around, I couldn’t just leave him.”  
 
      
 
    “Climb aboard,” the man in the boat finally spoke, “we’ll see what we can find.”  
 
      
 
    Len thanked the two people and manoeuvred himself into the speedboat as gracefully as he could with a baby in his arms. He introduced himself, learning that the couple weren’t even from Chicago, but actually lived much further west in Bloomington, Illinois.  
 
      
 
    “We’d only come over for a long weekend to see Freddie’s friends from school,” the woman, Jen, told Len their story while her fiancé rifled through the containers in the boat, searching for some food that would be suitable for the baby.  
 
      
 
    “We can’t have been in the city more than ten minutes before people started panicking. Hadn’t even managed to tell Jess and Pete we’d arrived; our phones stopped working on the way over. So we thought we’d just walk along the river as planned toward the café where we were supposed to meet, but we never made it.”  
 
      
 
    Jen started sniffing toward the end of her sentence, Freddie moving to sit across from her, placing a hand on her knee in comfort.  
 
      
 
    “There’s water, although we’re surrounded by plenty of that,” Freddie tried to make a joke while passing a bottle of water to Len. “And a load of dried ration packets that I think you just add water to. Not sure any of it is suitable for a baby though, sorry.”  
 
      
 
    Len accepted the bottle of water graciously, unscrewing the lid and taking several large mouthfuls himself. It had been a while since he’d eaten or drank anything, but somehow the fatigue his body was undoubtedly feeling had been pushed aside by the danger of his situation.  
 
      
 
    He looked down at the baby boy, nestled between himself and Jen in the boat. Water was going to have to do for now, but eventually he’d have to find something more to feed the little guy and figure out what to ultimately do with him.  
 
      
 
    “Do you mind?” Jen posed the question to Len while picking up a bottle of water of her own, meaning to hold the baby for him.  
 
      
 
    “Err no, go ahead,” Len shrugged, although he couldn’t deny the sense of attachment he felt toward the baby.  
 
      
 
    “Does he have a name?” Freddie asked from where he sat, watching his fiancée as she carefully helped the little boy drink.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Len shook his head, “I don’t know anything about him.” 
 
      
 
    “He looks like a Matthew,” Jen mumbled under her breath, Len uncertain whether the name meant anything to her.  
 
      
 
    It didn’t sound like she was waiting for a response either, her body seeming to calm somehow as she held the baby in her arms, rocking him softly with the motion of the boat. Both Len and Freddie watched her quietly; all three of them somehow finding a moment of peace amongst the billows of smoke and miles of wreckage that surrounded them.  
 
      
 
    “So where are you going?” Freddie broke the silence with a question first, finally pulling his eyes away from his fiancée and the young child. “Our plan is to try and take this boat as far as we can manage down the river. It flows all the way back to Bloomington, seems like the most straightforward way to get there.”  
 
      
 
    Len nodded at the plan, suddenly wishing he had a boat of his own. Crossing Lake Michigan and reaching South Haven would surely be easier if he could stick to the waterways.  
 
      
 
    “I’m trying to reach my family,” he spoke with a wishful gaze in his eyes. “They’re across the lake in Michigan; my little boy and ex-wife. I’ve got to get to them somehow, but it’s a long way to go.” 
 
      
 
    Freddie was quiet for a moment, thinking. Len knew he was traveling in the opposite direction to the couple and so they wouldn’t be able to journey together, he was just glad for the small rest and the easy conversation with people who didn’t want to hurt him.  
 
      
 
    “Well, we can give you a ride to the other shore at least,” Freddie smiled, tipping his head backwards to the other side of the river. “I assume that’s where you want to be?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please!” Len gushed with gratitude, finally seeing himself making progress in his journey to his family.  
 
      
 
    “There’s just one problem,” Freddie continued quickly before Len could get too excited. “We need to refuel.” 
 
      
 
    Len sank back in his seat; his posture slumping again after the moment of premature excitement Freddie had dealt him. He didn’t know where the man intended to find gasoline from, most of the cars he’d passed having burnt away, charring themselves into shells.  
 
      
 
    “The water taxis,” Freddie offered, noting the look of confusion on Len’s face. “They should still have gallons of gasoline inside them, and nothing seems to have happened to them yet.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded slightly, he had passed by several large water taxis on his walk down the river. In fact, looking back over his shoulder he could still see them bobbing in the distance behind him, about halfway between their boat and the burning bridge in the background.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded, feeling a burst of strength inside of him at the real opportunity to get one step closer to his son. “Let’s go then.” 
 
      
 
    Len and Freddie rose from the speedboat, leaving Jen behind with the baby boy. Freddie took a moment with her, instructing her to drive into the center of the river if anyone started to approach her while she was alone. He promised her they’d be back soon, and then they’d be able to make their way home. Len kept his eyes fixed on the baby, comfortably sleeping in the woman’s arms. He thought of James and promised himself for the hundredth time since everything had began that he would see his son again soon.  
 
      
 
    “So where were you during the explosion?” Freddie asked after they were out of earshot of his fiancée, a pained expression on his face.  
 
      
 
    “The…” Len started to question exactly which explosion Freddie was referring to, but quickly realized he had to be speaking about the gas line rupture. Thankfully Len had been safely hidden in his office’s underground parking lot at the time, but he could only imagine what it would’ve been like for someone outside.  
 
      
 
    “I was underground,” he replied eventually, “I didn’t see it. Were you…” he trailed off slightly. “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    “It was crazy,” Freddie started, the moment repeating inside his head. “We didn’t understand what was happening at first, but it was like a tidal wave of heat and fire, screams, destruction… Buildings just started falling to the ground as a massive fireball swept through the roads. We could see it coming; we could literally see it steaming straight toward us.” 
 
      
 
    “It was running down the gas line, I understand it now,” Freddie nodded his head slightly to himself. “But at the time it just made no sense. I grabbed Jen and sprinted toward the river, throwing her in before me. Tens of other people joined us, doing anything to try and avoid the flames. 
 
      
 
    “That didn’t make it much easier though,” Freddie shuddered, his grip on the empty gasoline canister in his right hand tightening as he relived his near death experience.  
 
      
 
    “The water was full of bodies and debris, it was hard to just stay afloat. The air was so thick with smoke you could hardly see, either; it was almost impossible to breathe even above the water. I kept one hand on Jen and just started swimming away from everyone, trying to make it away from the center of the chaos. We floated downstream a bit and eventually found the boat. Completely collapsed into it and passed out overnight. Woke up this morning and everything was just so quiet. It’s like the whole of Chicago has disappeared, we’ve barely seen a soul.” 
 
      
 
    Freddie trailed off into silence, his experience all too recent to just brush under the carpet. Len walked beside him wide eyed. He couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be outside when the gas line ruptured, to watch as a wall of fire came rushing toward you.  
 
      
 
    He felt like he should say something to Freddie, comfort him somehow but the words failed to come. What sympathy is good enough for someone who so strongly believed their life was going to end just twenty-four hours earlier?  
 
      
 
    “You were lucky,” Freddie quietly spoke again, “I hope some of that rubs off on us.” 
 
      
 
    Again Len had no idea what to say to the man, so simply placed a hand on his shoulder and steered him slightly to his left in the direction of the water taxis. It hadn’t taken them long to travel back up river toward the larger boats, even with Len’s injuries slowing him down.  
 
      
 
    He could still feel his eye swelling in size every time he blinked and the pain in his ribs making every breath harder than it should be. He made a mental note to himself to try to bandage his ribs up somehow when he got the chance. Even wrapping some fabric around his midsection should help with the pain, or so he hoped.  
 
      
 
    “Where’s the gasoline then?” Len finally spoke as they approached the first large water taxi, still yet to find another person on their short walk.  
 
      
 
    “Down I’d guess,” Freddie shrugged, “crew quarters? Engine room? I’m sure there’ll be signs.”  
 
      
 
    Len shrugged back and followed Freddie up the ramped stairwell that was still firmly attached to the jetty. He didn’t know much about boats, but that sounded right to him. Many years ago, before James had been born, he took Amy on a cruise around the Caribbean. Two weeks of sun, sea and over-indulgence. A smile crossed his lips at the memory. He remembered there being signs all over the cruise liner back then, hopefully Freddie was right and the water taxi – although much, much smaller – would follow the same direction.  
 
      
 
    Much to Len’s delight the engine room was remarkably easy to find. Weaving through Employee Only doors and corridors soon brought them to the ample supply of gasoline. Len was impressed to find such a hoard stored on just one boat, but then he realized they spent about eighteen hours a day just traveling up and down the river, they definitely needed generous supplies on board.  
 
      
 
    Freddie tossed the empty gasoline canister he had brought with him to one side, those on the water taxi much larger than the little bucket he’d found on the speedboat.  
 
      
 
    “Let’s take as much as we can carry,” Freddie said eagerly, excited by the prospect of being able to drive the boat all the way back to his home. “We can come back for more if we need to.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded and moved to pick up a barrel of gasoline with each hand. They were heavier than he expected and instantly he knew the journey back to their speedboat would be a struggle. He was determined not to appear weak though and dragged his gasoline every step of the way without complaining.  
 
      
 
    As the two men loaded them onto the speedboat Len let out a sigh of relief as he noticed there simply wouldn’t be enough room on the boat for any more. He wouldn’t have to make the trip back to the water taxi again. Freddie climbed aboard and kissed Jen on her forehead, smiling tenderly upon seeing his fiancée still safe and sound. Len took the baby from her arms and mirrored the action, planting a soft kiss on his mostly bald head.  
 
      
 
    “Other side of the river then?” Freddie asked as he started the engine, the ropes securing the speedboat already unfastened and the tank generously refilled.  
 
      
 
    Len nodded and steeled himself in his seat for the boat to take off, spray stirring up and splashing him in the face. The journey across the river passed by in minutes and soon Freddie was slowing the engine, allowing them to drift toward a mooring station on the other riverbank. As they drew to a halt, Len looked from Freddie to Jen and finally down to the baby in his arms.  
 
      
 
    “Do you—” 
 
      
 
    “Can I keep him?”  
 
      
 
    Jen’s words cut Len off before he had completed his offer. He couldn’t deny he cared for the little boy in his arms, but he knew it was irrational to think he could complete the journey to South Haven while having to take care of a little boy. He hadn’t spent very long with Freddie and Jen at all, but they seemed like good people, just trying to survive, much like him. Jen had clearly taken a liking to the little boy and Len could see how much she truly would care for him. Since becoming a father himself, Len had learned how to recognize the qualities of parents in others.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of anyone more suited to the job,” Len smiled eventually, nodding his head in answer to Jen’s question. He bent his neck down and planted another kiss on the baby’s head, squeezing his tiny body against his chest once more before passing him over to Jen. Something twinkled in her eyes upon receiving the little boy and a true, honest smile broke out across her face.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck out there,” Freddie spoke from the helm of the speedboat. “I hope you find your family.” 
 
      
 
    “And to you,” Len smiled as he climbed out of the boat onto dry land. “I hope you make it home.” 
 
      
 
    With his final words Len stood on the tiny jetty and watched the speedboat disappear further up the river. The boy would be safe with them, he assured himself, he had made the right decision.  
 
      
 
    When the boat finally disappeared from view Len swallowed and turned around. He had just saved one family, now he needed to save his own. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Wilson stared at President Bruce, waiting for his words to sink in. It was his role as the president’s chief of staff to ensure that Henry Bruce was immediately escorted to safety and then the correct emergency protocols followed. His years working in government had supposedly prepared him for such an event.  
 
      
 
    There was procedure in place, of course, but despite the hundreds of drills he had ran during his time Wilson had never faced a true disaster on this scale. Terrorist attacks had been plentiful, but they presented him with a firm and deliberate enemy. This was an event out of his and anyone else’s control.  
 
      
 
    The emergency lighting flickered above his head, a telling sign of how extreme the situation was. They had backup generators designed to deal with this sort of thing, but even they appeared to be struggling. With the air conditioning cut off the temperature inside the building had started to rapidly increase as well, the finely pressed suit and tie Wilson wore causing a sheer layer of sweat to form on the back of his neck.  
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Wilson turned to President Bruce, the man he had served to protect for nearly two years. “We need to activate emergency procedures; what do you suggest?” 
 
      
 
    President Bruce paused for a second, his mind reeling over what was happening. The binder Wilson had carried earlier was now in his own hand, the information of the early satellite reports, the coronal mass ejection and subsequent power failures sinking into his decision making process.  
 
      
 
    “Action red,” President Bruce mumbled, looking down at the torn piece of paper in his hand. “Initiate CONGON 1. Have General Shepherd and the MO coordinate activities on the ground and see that protocol is being followed in the press office. We need to find out exactly what the public have been told about this. How they react could greatly affect the MO.” 
 
      
 
    “Of course sir,” Wilson replied, “but we have to get you to the bunker first. I’ll find an escort for you.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson yanked open the doors of the Presidential Suite. He knew there was work that needed to be done in a state of emergency like this, but his main priority was President Bruce’s safety. Poking his head out into the corridor Wilson caught sight of Dixon jogging just out of sight.  
 
      
 
    “Dixon!” He called after the soldier, relief flooding his veins as the young man turned and started jogging back toward where Wilson waited.  
 
      
 
    “I need you to escort the president to the emergency bunker,” Wilson spoke seriously once Dixon was within earshot. “We’re activating CONGON 1, immediate effect. I don’t need to remind you what that means.” 
 
      
 
    Dixon sprang into action, his hand flying to his forehead in a salute. “Yes sir,” he spoke, his voice mixed with fear and duty, trained over the years to follow orders no matter what situation he was presented with. “Please follow me, Mr. President.” 
 
      
 
    The president strode forward. He was confident his chief of staff would relay everything he’d just said and make sure everything ran as smooth as possible both within the White House itself and outside. He relied on Wilson a great deal; both he and General Shepherd close allies of his during his time in office.  
 
      
 
    Wilson watched as the two men moved down the corridor, slower than he would have liked but still in the direction of the bunker. Now he had to find out what the hell was going on and try to help save his country. Everyone, specifically General Shepherd, needed to be informed that CONGON 1 was in effect. Staffing levels would have to disperse and every military personnel in the building—including those like Dixon—would be called up to action.  
 
      
 
    Striding down the corridor with purpose, Wilson headed in the opposite direction to the president. He needed to get to the press control room to find out what the public had been told and somehow get a runner to liaise with General Shepherd for him.  
 
      
 
    General Shepherd was the deputy director of the White House Military Office and Wilson knew that like him, Shepherd’s main role was to aid and ensure the protection of the president. Between them they could control the military and public relations during President Bruce’s absence. CONGON 1 officially meant they were trusted to make decisions without referring up the line of command.  
 
      
 
    Part of him wondered what they could even do, though. In the event of such a catastrophic natural disaster, the United States had no failsafe. They couldn’t fire missiles out into space and they couldn’t negotiate a surrender or a cease fire. All Wilson could do was help his country prepare for the worst and somehow find a way to protect the ones he loved.  
 
      
 
    Entering the press control room, Wilson was met with chaos. This was not how the staff had been taught to behave, but with the severity of the situation he stopped himself from his usual love for the rules. The secretary noticed his presence first and walked over to him with a stack of papers clutched firmly in her hands.  
 
      
 
    “The evacuation has begun, sir,” her voice was calm and collected, something Wilson respected in the woman. “The public were briefly informed of what was to come, but satellites went down before the broadcast could be completed. We’re pretty blind out there now and there’s no communication with anyone outside of the building.” 
 
      
 
    “Keep sending runners between here and the bunker,” Wilson replied with a nod. “We need to make sure that everyone is accounted for down there and the correct security is all in place.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
      
 
    “And try to get a hold of General Shepherd somehow, I want to know what his plan is on the ground and what he’s preparing for if we ever do manage to get back online. We need to be ready for everything and we need to ensure the public are as prepared to handle this as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir,” the secretary nodded again and moved back toward her desk, stopping to speak to another man in uniform on the way. 
 
      
 
    Wilson took a second to breathe; that was all he could give himself. With no way of knowing what was going on outside, the government was effectively fighting the battle with their eyes closed and their hands tied behind their backs. It wasn’t how Wilson liked to run things and the uncertainty of everything made him feel very on edge.  
 
      
 
    Melissa and Mary were at the forefront of his mind as well. Where would his wife and daughter be right now? Were they even aware of what was happening? He loved his job and he spent every minute of his life trying to be as involved as possible in everything, but he knew that had frayed his family relationship. At a time like this Wilson wished he could at least say for certain that his girls were safe.  
 
      
 
    “Sir,” a solider approached, his uniform perfectly starched and ironed to create creases in all the right places. “I have a copy of the final broadcast, before the power went down.” 
 
      
 
    Wilson took the piece of paper from the solider, who remained by his side as he read, waiting for the inevitable order that would follow. As his eyes tore down the page Wilson ticked off everything that should have been said. From the very beginning he realized the public had been misinformed.  
 
      
 
    NASA is predicting the impact of this mass ejection to occur within roughly 24 hours.  
 
      
 
    Wilson shook his head; the satellites had been failing at a much faster rate. Cell signals cutting out and minor power cuts had been happening more and more frequently throughout the summer, clearly the climax of all these problems had been mistaken for another inconvenient blip, then finally recognized for what it truly was only when it was already too late.  
 
      
 
    There was no way people would have been prepared. He kept reading, satisfied that the words of federal officials and FEMA had at least been relayed to the public. Perhaps that would have made them realize how serious the ejection was.  
 
      
 
    They are encouraging everyone to stock up on food, water and medical supplies, to remain calm and stay indoors.  
 
      
 
    Wilson almost let out a small laugh. These were words that were thrown around like child’s play. He knew better than most that telling people to remain calm would only create more of a panic. They were words often used carelessly and had little to no effect.  
 
      
 
    Brownouts and blackouts… Emergency services will be strained… Roadways need to be clear… We aren’t quite sure what long-term effects may occur… 
 
      
 
    The words meant nothing to Wilson and he knew they’d have meant little to the public as well. Even without any knowledge of what was happening outside Wilson knew a full-scale panic would be in effect, even before any of the physical problems from the mass ejection occurred.  
 
      
 
    “Find me General Shepherd,” Wilson spoke sternly as he handed the piece of paper back to the solider, “and get me the early satellite reports. I don’t understand how we could have missed this.” He needed to speak to General Shepherd urgently now; he needed to know how things were being handled on the ground.  
 
      
 
    Checking his watch, Wilson smiled at the knowledge that President Bruce would have reached the emergency bunker by now. That was one positive he could take from all the chaos. He knew wherever they were, Melissa and Mary would be following correct protocol as well, all of those he had sworn to protect out of his reach but properly protected somewhere.  
 
      
 
    Wilson now had to focus solely on his duty. He swept his gaze around the press control room and ran his fingers through his closely trimmed hair. He needed to find the general and so he turned on his heel and started taking matters into his own hands.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dixon led the president silently down toward the bunker. He knew where it was, although he had never been inside. The halls of the government building seemed different now, there was an air of panic amongst the people as they either made their own way toward the bunker or back to whatever jobs they had to do in this scenario.  
 
      
 
    Normally as a military liaison Dixon reported to Wilson, which was why he had followed orders to escort the president down to the bunker. However, he was fully aware that his true place during such a disaster was on the ground. General Shepherd would be putting together troops to go out into the city and assess the damages. He should be among them. He wanted to be among them.  
 
      
 
    Dixon quite liked his job within the government. He had served two tours with the army beneath General Shepherd, traveling overseas and seeing battle like he could have never imagined it when he signed up. As a result he and the general had a good working relationship, both of them transferring to roles within the White House at a similar time. For two very different reasons however.  
 
      
 
    While General Shepherd had merely retired from active duty and gained a promotion to deputy director of the WHMO, Dixon had received a bullet to the kneecap, ruling him out of a third tour due to medical grounds. It was thanks to General Shepherd however that Dixon had been able to continue his duty to some extent; the general finding him a position in the White House and assigning him to the president’s chief of staff.  
 
      
 
    Dixon still knew the rules though, in an action red state of emergency, even those soldiers cleared from active duty would be called upon to keep the peace. He was a man of duty, of order and a strict regime. He couldn’t help but want to fulfill his role.  
 
      
 
    President Bruce remained quiet as they traveled down through the building, slowly getting deeper and deeper underground. He was required to press his thumbprint against several identification sensors as Dixon escorted him through numerous bulletproof doors, fortified with countless inches of steel.  
 
      
 
    Something about the way the man moved made Dixon aware that he was nervous. He found it odd that the person elected to lead their country could carry such a sense of panic with him. Dixon had met the president a couple of times before, although never in an informal sense. He was bound by duty to the man, but found it a little hard to respect him as he cowered at every flickering light.  
 
      
 
    “Almost there, sir,” Dixon spoke as the president once again confirmed his thumbprint identity. “You’ll be inside soon.” 
 
      
 
    He didn’t get a reply or even a look. It was clear the president’s mind was elsewhere, probably thinking of how the protocol was being carried out upstairs. President Bruce was in his third year of office, but had always been the type of president to rely heavily on his advisors. He had a strong working relationship with both Wilson and General Shepherd and trusted both men to do what was best for the country in his absence. Beyond giving them orders, his position didn’t allow President Bruce much freedom and so ultimately Dixon figured he knew he was better off underground in the bunker.  
 
      
 
    Two more reinforced doors later and the pair finally drew to a halt outside the emergency bunker.  
 
      
 
    “Dixon Daniels reporting,” the young solider spoke into an intercom on the wall, remarkably still working despite everything else. “I have the president.” 
 
      
 
    The intercom crackled, the words from the other side distorted and indecipherable. Dixon knew what would have been said however and nodded to the president to proceed with the retinal scanner. After a moment three beeps sounded and the final door slid open, revealing the interior of the emergency bunker.  
 
      
 
    The president couldn’t hide his relief, rushing forward into the shelter without sparing a look back to his escort. Dixon wasn’t bothered; his gaze was already sweeping the room for someone else.  
 
      
 
    He knew it was unlikely Mary would be in the bunker, very rarely coming to the building since Wilson had caught on to the relationship she and Dixon shared over a year ago—although they were both certain he wasn’t aware of the full extent of it. Still he couldn’t help but look for her, eventually Wilson would end up in the bunker and it made sense that he would want his family nearby.  
 
      
 
    When Dixon had first started working in the White House, Mary had often come to visit her father. She was three years younger than Dixon and always wore such a look of innocence and calm on her face that Dixon couldn’t help but slowly fall for the girl.  
 
      
 
    Their relationship had begun slowly, secret letters passed to one another, a private meeting in an un-used office. After returning from his tours and being told he would never engage in active duty again, Dixon had felt like he was less of the person he was made to be. Mary made him feel whole again. She made him forget about his injured knee and the fact that he was a soldier without a war to fight. She made Dixon focus on peace instead and through her help he had slowly been able to readjust to life outside of the army.  
 
      
 
    When Wilson caught the two of them behind a curtain at a public event over a year ago, Dixon had thought that would be it for his relationship with Mary. And for his job in the White House. Somehow she managed to work her magic with her father though and both Dixon’s job and their bond remained stronger than ever. What Dixon would’ve given in that moment to see her safely tucked away in the emergency bunker.  
 
      
 
    Failing to find his girlfriend, Dixon’s eyes rested on General Shepherd instead. He had clearly been awaiting the president’s arrival, rushing forward to greet the man and to get confirmation that he was able to take control. The president offered the general a nod, moving deeper into the bunker where his own family were waiting for him.  
 
      
 
    “Sir,” Dixon saluted as the general approached him, his tens of medals dazzling even under the dim emergency lighting.  
 
      
 
    “You report to me now, soldier.” General Shepherd returned Dixon’s salute as he spoke, advancing out of the bunker and away from the president and those hidden beside him.  
 
      
 
    Dixon was more than happy to follow, falling into step just behind the man and awaiting whatever orders would come. He was uncertain how they would deal with such a natural disaster, most of their drills revolved around advancements from other countries. This was something Dixon hadn’t trained for since he was engaged in active duty.  
 
      
 
    They had just made it out of the final reinforced doors—General Shepherd swiping out of each with a key card—when all the lights suddenly cut out.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” General Shepherd swore. “That was lucky.” 
 
      
 
    “Sir?” Dixon questioned in the darkness, uncertain how being plunged into compete darkness could be regarded as lucky.  
 
      
 
    “They’re all stuck in there now, soldier. No emergency power: no way out of the bunker. Or back in, for that matter. From here on out the president is inaccessible. Now stick to your right hand wall, we’ve got a country to save.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Amy forced herself to breathe as she stared at the dying man on her living room carpet. Zephyr didn’t say a word, his eyes also fixed on the man he had just stabbed, the man he had broken into Amy’s house with.  
 
      
 
    “What—” 
 
      
 
    Amy started to speak, her voice snapping Zephyr back to the real world. In an instant he turned and sprinted out of the room, slamming her front door behind him and leaving Amy in a state of shock. She rushed to the window, watching as the man who had served her coffee with a smile on his face on countless mornings jumped into a truck and drove away. Leaving her with a dying—possibly already dead—man on her carpet.  
 
      
 
    James suddenly flashed into her mind. She had told him to run and he had listened, fleeing the living room and escaping into the kitchen. But how much farther had he run? Where was her son now? The dead man suddenly didn’t matter to Amy, she just needed to make sure James was safe and nearby. 
 
      
 
    She dashed into the kitchen, calling his name in panic. The double doors that led down to the lake were open, a clear indication of the route her son had taken.  
 
      
 
    “James!” She cried as she moved outside, instantly being hit by the buffer of hot air that clung heavy to her every step. How many times had she almost lost her son in the past few hours; she couldn’t let herself feel that pain again.  
 
      
 
    Glancing in both directions Amy continued to shout for her son. The beach was completely empty, a rarity for a day like this but Amy knew full well why everyone was inside. South Haven was exploding all over the place; people weren’t even safe in their own homes, let alone out in the open. And yet, that’s exactly where her son was.  
 
      
 
    “James!”  
 
      
 
    “Mom!”  
 
      
 
    Tears instantly filled Amy’s eyes as her son appeared in front of her, lowering himself down from a tall tree just to her right. Amy ran forward, reaching up and helping her son out of the branches. Immediately she wrapped her arms around him, dropping to her knees so she could give him a proper hug.  
 
      
 
    “Oh James,” she sniffed, “you’re such a brave boy. Well done.” 
 
      
 
    James returned his mother’s hug, clinging onto the fabric of her shirt. When she finally pulled away from him Amy noticed James staring at his hand, small flecks of red blood dotting his pale skin. Amy glanced down at her shirt and saw a spatter of blood across it, the force that Zephyr had stabbed his partner with showering blood across her clothing.  
 
      
 
    “Mom?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s okay baby,” Amy spoke quickly, “I’m okay, don’t worry.”  
 
      
 
    But worry was all Amy could do herself. James was all right, that was the main thing she had been concerned about, but there was still a dead man in her house. A house that she would have to take James back inside of.  
 
      
 
    “What happened?” 
 
      
 
    Amy paused for a moment, uncertain what to say. Her son was a bright child, excelling in school and in his social interactions. He had friends, had hobbies and interests. He understood why his parents didn’t live together and the situation that his family was in. But she knew it would be asking too much of him to understand what had just happened.  
 
      
 
    Already that day her son had seen countless people die. He had stood by her side as Amy held onto a dying woman, allowing her to pass peacefully to the other side. Then he had witnessed death in a much more violent manner. The explosions of gas tanks all along a street, people being blown to pieces, pulled apart by the force of the fires.  
 
      
 
    That was in a state of chaos though. They had been in the middle of the disaster and had no choice but to witness everything that was happening around them. Now there was a man dead in their home; somewhere Amy had assured James would be safe. Try as she might she couldn’t figure out a way to explain that to him.  
 
      
 
    “One of the men got hurt,” was all Amy eventually managed to say, nothing could have prepared her for this moment. No parents should ever have to explain death to their child at such a young age.  
 
      
 
    “The bad men?” James asked innocently, at least he was aware of that.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy nodded. “One of the bad men. He’s still in the house but he can’t hurt us now, okay? Let’s go back inside and upstairs and then I’ll come back down and send him away.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James nodded, gripping Amy’s hand as she stood up. Sliding the patio doors closed behind them as they entered the kitchen, Amy made sure she turned the lock firmly; she wasn’t risking another break in.  
 
      
 
    With her hands on James’s shoulders she led him past the living room door quickly and turned the corner up the stairs. Their view into the living room was blocked, thankfully, and so they reached the top of the stairs without James having to witness the corpse he now shared a home with.  
 
      
 
    The sight upstairs was shocking. Drawers had been ripped out of cabinets, the intruders rifling through all their possessions in search for anything useful. Amy could see her jewelry box lay open on the floor, the contents stolen away by Zephyr and his friends. A thought flashed through her mind that surprisingly caused Amy to sigh with relief. Her wedding ring hadn’t been there; instead Amy kept it in her bedside table, safely in a wooden box with a lock of James’s hair and other hugely sentimental items. She prayed that box was still in there. It meant more to her than she was willing to admit. 
 
      
 
    Pushing James forward to his own room they found that in equal disarray. Most of James’s things were left untouched, however, the need to steal from a little boy beyond even the wretched men who had cruelly entered her house. Amy picked up James’s bedside lamp from where it lay on the floor, the bulb smashed from the fall.  
 
      
 
    “Be careful here, James,” she spoke, bending down to pick up the larger shards of glass she could see.  
 
      
 
    “Why did the bad men come here?” 
 
      
 
    James’s question was so innocent it took Amy’s breath away for a moment. It was another question however, that she struggled to find an answer for. James still believed in the goodness of people; he was still young enough to think bad things didn’t happen every single day for absolutely no reason. Perhaps after today his opinions would change, but for now Amy wanted to preserve the little boy she loved so dearly.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, darling,” Amy spoke softly, “I think they were looking for something.” 
 
      
 
    “What kind of something?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” Amy shook her head. “But they’ve gone now, you don’t need to worry about them, they’re not coming back.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the man downstairs? You said a man was still here.” 
 
      
 
    “Not for long,” Amy tried to smile, tried to make her son feel safe. “I’m going to make him leave now. Why don’t you tidy up your things up here? And then I’ll come up and see you when the man’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James looked at the floor and nodded slightly, wringing his hands together in front of him in worry.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t need to be scared James,” Amy put two fingers under her son’s chin, making him look up at her. “Everything will be okay.” 
 
      
 
    James nodded again, looking at her this time as Amy turned to leave. She hated lying to her son, but what else could she tell him? They both needed everything to be okay and somehow she was going to try her best to make it that way.  
 
      
 
    Steeling herself for what was to come, Amy refused to look back as she walked down the stairs. The first thing she did was lock the front door, making sure they were safely shut inside just as she’d done with the patio doors. Then with a deep breath, she walked into the living room.  
 
      
 
    The intruder was very much dead. Amy could see that from the second she pushed open the door and saw his cold eyes staring at her, unblinking in death. She pursed her lips and inhaled sharply through her nose, closing the living room door behind her and closing herself in with the body.  
 
      
 
    She had to get rid of him somehow, but this hulk of a man was almost twice her size. Amy couldn’t even think how she would carry him out of the house, and even if she managed to do that, where would she leave the body?  
 
      
 
    The man was lying at an angle on the floor, the knife still lodged in his chest. Amy thought about pulling it out but knew she couldn’t bring herself to do that, not in her own home with her son waiting for her upstairs. Her eyes drifted to the wicker cupboard where he had been hiding and slowly an idea started to form in her head.  
 
      
 
    Moving over to the cupboard Amy pulled the blankets out, tossing them over the dead body onto the couch. Next she started removing the old board games and other bits and pieces that had found a home there, making the cupboard as big and empty as possible. Looking at the tiny room she knew it would be a squeeze, but she couldn’t think of anything else to do. She would hide the body and then she and James would leave their house. It already wasn’t safe; this was simply the final straw in Amy’s decision to leave.  
 
      
 
    Now all she had to do was get the dead body in there. Easier said than done.  
 
      
 
    Amy had heard the expression dead weight a thousand times, but this was the first time she had ever experienced it. The man felt like he weighed a thousand pounds and there was no chance she would be able to lift him. Glancing around the room Amy sighed and tried to find another option.  
 
      
 
    Seeing the pile of blankets on the couch Amy realized she didn’t have much of a choice. There was no way the body could stay in the house; she needed to get rid of it. Taking a deep breath she laid her hands on the corpse, a shiver running down her spine as she touched him. He didn’t feel dead at all. His skin was still warm; if it weren’t for the knife wound in his chest Amy could’ve believed him to be sleeping.  
 
      
 
    Closing her eyes Amy started to roll the body onto one of the blankets, pushing at the man’s shoulder until his body started to tilt. As he flopped over onto his front Amy heard the unmistakable squelch of blood as the knife was forced further into his chest and the pale blue blanket started to fade to crimson. Wincing, she wished she had removed the blade, but it was too late to second-guess anything now. She just needed to get the body out of her house before James discovered what had happened.  
 
      
 
    Even once the dead body was on the blanket, it was still hard work to drag the weight out of her front room. Sweat quickly formed on Amy’s brow and blood managed to stain her clothes from where she’d readjusted the body. Dragging him through the doorway she paused for a moment, listening for her son upstairs. If James suddenly appeared now Amy didn’t know what she would do.  
 
      
 
    Thankfully the wooden floor in the hallway and kitchen made Amy’s task easier and body slid almost gracefully along the floorboards. Finally reaching the patio doors Amy unlocked them as quietly as possible and tugged the body out onto the patio. She didn’t want to move him far, so simply made sure it was out of sight from the kitchen and left the blanket there.  
 
      
 
    Staring down at him Amy couldn’t help but look into the man’s cold, dead eyes. The sight was horrible. Amy felt like she was going to throw up at any second, the reality of her task hitting home like a slap to the face. But finally, it was done. Amy felt sick from the act she’d just been forced to endure, the result of not a natural disaster, but a very man-made one. There was now a dead man outside her house, a constant reminder of what had happened earlier.  
 
      
 
    With her hands on her hips Amy nodded to herself and took another deep breath. It was time to leave.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Walking back to his home, Len couldn’t help but feel slightly alone. He missed the pressure of the baby boy against his chest, even though he knew he had made the right decision. A part of him felt guilty about allowing a child to be taken so far away from where his family was, or at least, used to be. He knew the boy’s mother to be dead, but what of his father?  
 
      
 
    The likelihood was that even if the father were still alive, he would never be reunited with his son again. What if the father was like him? Struggling through the chaos that had ensued all with the ultimate goal of reuniting with his son. Had Len just made that journey even more impossible for the father? Or had he truly made the right decision?  
 
      
 
    So many questions plagued him now he was making the journey alone and it pained him to think of each one. Constantly he reminded himself that in the moment, he had made the correct decision. He couldn’t have looked after the little boy, but Freddie and Jen could.  
 
      
 
    When all of this was over, maybe they would share their tale with the world. Tell America of how they came to be the parents of the young boy and how they had cared for him like he was their own. Len could only speculate, but that was the story he told himself to make everything seem better. The boy would be dead if it wasn’t for him. He had saved a life and that was never an easy thing to do.  
 
      
 
    Len fantasized about what his own son might be doing at that moment. James was a keen artist, never too far from a blank page and a colored pencil. Len’s favorite drawings were stuck to his fridge at home, or decorating the mantle in his study. James was present in everything he looked at; he was everywhere, except by his side. Except where Len wanted him most. 
 
      
 
    The hole in Len’s heart caused by the absence of his family was more painful than anything he had experienced. More painful than his ribs or his swollen face, both now merely added baggage Len had to carry with him on his journey. He slowly grew accustomed to the twinge in his abdomen as he walked. It wasn’t debilitating and that was a positive in Len’s eyes. No physical pain, no matter how bloodied or bruised he became, was going to stop him from finding his son.  
 
      
 
    As Len stayed in the shadows while he walked, the streets becoming more and more familiar the closer he drew to home, more people began to appear. The area was more residential now; gone where the towering office buildings that had crumbled to the ground. The number of cars lining the streets gradually decreased and the picture of destruction diminished slightly.  
 
      
 
    Fires still blazed in plentiful supply, Len’s eyes now used to squinting against the smoke. But through the flames he saw signs of life, signs of hope and the possibility of a future.  
 
      
 
    A mother with her two children sat in their kitchen, visible through the window as Len moved through the street. They looked up at Len as he passed, their gaze following the passing stranger. Len didn’t know them, but he offered a smile and a small wave as he passed, if only to show the children that life would find a way. People were surviving and everything wasn’t as bad as it may seem.  
 
      
 
    Turning the next corner on his way home, Len was caught by a different sight however. The road was lined with shops, stores that sold everything from food, to clothing and electrical goods. All along the street the windows had been smashed in and a group of people were climbing in and out of them, pillaging the stores for whatever they carried.  
 
      
 
    Len paused, still hidden by the shadows on the corner of the road. No one had noticed him yet, but his encounter with the group of shaved heads from earlier made him wary of the situation. This group of people undoubtedly knew each other and could be another faction that had formed up in the city.  
 
      
 
    He watched them for a while, trying to determine whether he needed to fear the group or not. They were of mixed ages and genders and the longer Len watched, the more he started to think of them as two families rather than a violent faction.  
 
      
 
    A young boy clung to an older girl who Len assumed was an older sister, the pair of them making the trips in and out of storefronts. An older woman accompanied them, making the decisions inside of what they needed to take. These supplies were then passed off to two men about Len’s age and another teenage girl and were taken the same route around another corner every time. They certainly didn’t look dangerous, with no weapons to protect them while they worked.  
 
      
 
    After Len had watched the group make three trips around the corner with their supplies, he finally pushed himself out of the shadows and started moving toward them. One of the teenage girls spotted him first, her little brother still hiding slightly behind her back.  
 
      
 
    “Hey!” She called over, drawing attention to the rest of her family who all stopped and turned in unison.  
 
      
 
    “Hey,” Len called back over, not breaking his stride as he moved toward the group. “I’m just passing through.” 
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” The older woman, probably the mother, asked with concern in her voice, noting the black eye and split lip Len wore on his face.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len stopped a few feet away from the group. “I live not far from here, just trying to get home.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve been outside through all this?” One of the men spoke up, stepping forward slightly in order to protect his family.  
 
      
 
    “Partly,” Len grimaced, “missed the worst of it though. Now I need to get to my family.” 
 
      
 
    The man’s expression softened as Len suspected it would at the mention of his family. Theirs was clearly still very intact, a miracle after what had happened. His was not.  
 
      
 
    “Are they far?” 
 
      
 
    “Michigan. But I’m going anyway, I need to make sure they’re okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh my,” the mother spoke with a little shake of her head. Len could see she was imagining what it would be like to be that far from her own loved ones and knew he had made the right decision in approaching the group. They weren’t dangerous; they were just trying to survive, like he was.  
 
      
 
    “Do you not have any supplies?”  
 
      
 
    Another voice joined the conversation, belonging to the second teenage daughter. Len could tell she wasn’t related to the older woman, her physical features too different. But one of the men was clearly her father, the likeness almost uncanny.  
 
      
 
    Len shook his head. He hoped he would find everything he needed back home, but it wasn’t something he had put a lot of thought into as of yet.  
 
      
 
    “Well you should,” the girl spoke again, turning away from the group and walking out of sight around the corner. There was silence for a moment before she returned, carrying with her a backpack that looked to be filled with contents Len could only guess at.  
 
      
 
    “Nicola,” the man who looked to be her father spoke up upon seeing the girl return with something they had obviously packed for themselves.  
 
      
 
    “Dad, we’ve got plenty,” Nicola stared at her father with a stern but sincere look, “what if that was you?” 
 
      
 
    Not waiting for a response Nicola walked toward Len, holding the backpack out in front of her.  
 
      
 
    “Here,” she smiled offering it to him, “this should help a bit.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Len gushed, taken aback by the show of true kindness. “Honestly, thank you.” 
 
      
 
    “Like I said, you probably need it more than we do,” Nicola replied with a shrug as she turned back to her family.  
 
      
 
    Len pulled the backpack on, the weight of it sitting slightly uncomfortably on his shoulders, but he was thankful for it nonetheless. Continuing forward he walked closer to the family, each of them watching him as he moved.  
 
      
 
    “Good luck,” he spoke as he passed by, “and thank you again, Nicola.” He looked the girl dead in the eyes, trying to push as much sincerity as he could into his gaze. She merely shrugged again and started walking back toward a broken store window, going in for the next round of supplies they could find.  
 
      
 
    “I hope you find your family!” The mother’s voice called after Len as he reached the end of the street, causing him to turn back and lock eyes with her. The rest of her family had gone back to the routine they were in before he had interrupted, but she remained stationary, watching him go.  
 
      
 
    Len gave her a wave before disappearing around the corner, his faith in humanity being slowly restored as the day went on.  
 
      
 
    Slowly but surely, the streets become more and more familiar to Len until he knew he was only a few turns away from his home. He felt excited to have made it this far, although the annoying thought that he was still many miles away from Amy and James acted like a wet blanket to his joy.  
 
      
 
    As he walked, however, he noticed how the temperature seemed to increase again and the air became filled with smoke. He was only a few hundred yards from his house now, but looking in that direction his eyes grew wide as he saw a raging fire ahead of him. He had traveled much farther out of the center of Chicago and he believed that meant he was traveling away from the worst of the destruction. He was wrong.  
 
      
 
    Picking up his pace and whispering a silent prayer that the fire wasn’t blazing from his home, Len urged his body forward. His ribs protested in his chest but he kept moving, even with the added weight of the backpack on his shoulders.  
 
      
 
    Len kept an old motorcycle under a tarp beside his backdoor. He never rode it, nor really knew how, but it had belonged to his late father and he couldn’t bear to part with it. He used to push James around the garden or up and down the road on it, never starting the engine for fear of losing control of the bike and it tearing away from him. If he could get to it now, maybe he could find a quicker way out of Chicago.  
 
      
 
    As Len jogged around the corner, approaching his house from the rear his eyes fell on where the motorcycle should lay. Instead he was nearly thrown backwards by a wall of flames, fire burning through the metal, his house and the one next door.  
 
      
 
    Len felt tears prick at his eyes as he stared at his semi-detached house, one side of it completely devoured by flames. It surely wouldn’t remain standing for long; the fire was already threatening to jump across the small gap and over to the next pair of houses; soon the whole street to the north could be caught up in flames. He had traveled all the way back for nothing. In a moment of desperation and stupidity, Len yanked the backpack from his shoulders and dropped it to the ground, running forward toward his house.  
 
      
 
    He ran through a neighbor’s garden, forcing open their gate to allow him to access the front of his home. Fumbling in his pockets he realized he’d lost his house keys somewhere along his journey and so picked up a small ornamental rock from beside his front door and flung it through the window, scraping away at the glass to make a hole wide enough for him to climb through.  
 
      
 
    As soon as Len stepped into the house he started coughing from the thick smoke that curled around every piece of furniture, every possession that he owned. The heat was so immense it made him feel faint, flames itching to travel through the rest of the house and devour it completely.  
 
      
 
    Len moved as quickly as he could out of his front room, the fire thankfully not cutting off his path yet. He wasn’t thinking straight, he just knew he had to get upstairs; he couldn’t let his house fall without saving one thing first.  
 
      
 
    He moved carefully but quickly up the stairs, the smoke growing thicker the higher up the house he went. Len could barely see in front of him now, his chest heaving and coughing with every breath he took. But he knew the house well and he didn’t need to see to know where he was going.  
 
      
 
    Reaching the top of the stairs Len dropped to his hands and knees, crawling in the direction of his bedroom. The smoke was slightly thinner the closer to the ground he was, but he also knew if he didn’t get out quickly it would kill him. Already his insides felt like they were burning, each breath more difficult to take than the last.  
 
      
 
    His bedroom door was already open, a discarded tie on the floor by the doorway where he had left it two mornings ago before going to work. It seemed like a lifetime ago, that morning, trying to decide which tie to wear for the networking event his company never ending up having.  
 
      
 
    Crawling past it, Len made his way to his bedside table, now almost blind from the smoke. He reached up and tugged open the drawer, feeling inside for the familiar wooden box he had risked his life for. As the rough edges carved from pine brushed against his fingertips he breathed a sigh of relief. Now he just had to get back out of his house.  
 
      
 
    He grabbed an old sweatshirt that lay on his bed and wrapped the box carefully inside it, unbuttoning his shirt slightly to press the box close against his chest. It was just how he had held the unnamed baby boy and in a way the contents of the wooden box were even more precious and valuable to Len. 
 
      
 
    Moving as quickly as his body would allow Len crawled back to the stairs and started edging his way down. The flames were creeping up the banister toward him and the wooden boards started to creak and groan under his weight. The whole stairway was going to collapse with Len on it, nothing but a fiery pit of red and orange waiting below.  
 
      
 
    Len pushed himself to his feet with strength he didn’t think he still had and jumped the final few steps, landing with a crash and a stab of excruciating pain in his ribs. The sound of the stairs falling smashed into reality behind him only seconds later and the heat grew once more as more of his house was swallowed up in flames.  
 
      
 
    Len staggered toward the broken window he’d entered by, one hand on the wooden box and the other shielding his eyes. He couldn’t see, he could barely breathe, he just had to make it outside.  
 
      
 
    Tens of cuts sliced open Len’s skin as he smashed through the window, widening the hole he had made. The fire roared behind him, encouraged by the extra burst of oxygen and spurred on to devour the rest of the house. Len lay crumpled on the grass outside, his body hacking and trying to clear his airways of smoke. He clutched at the grass, trying to move his body further away from the fire in one last desperate attempt of survival.  
 
      
 
    As a cold hand grabbed at his wrist his body finally gave out and Len let his mind succumb to darkness.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    When Len’s eyelids finally blinked open he found himself staring at a gas lantern swinging from the ceiling. Lifting his head he immediately felt groggy, his vision was slightly blurred and there was a ringing sound piercing through his ears. He looked around the room and saw brick walls covered in articles from old newspapers. It was like something out of a film, a place from before the current day.  
 
      
 
    Raising a hand to his head Len meant to massage his temples, but his hand never made it the full way. His eyes snapped open wider as he realized his wrist was fastened to the old camper bed where he lay. Cold, metal handcuffs stopped him from moving freely. Len’s breath caught and he let out a cascade of sharp, haggard coughs. Bile rose in his throat as he coughed, the black smoke he had inhaled poisoning his lungs to some extent.  
 
      
 
    “You ought to take it easy for a little while.” 
 
      
 
    The voice caught Len off guard and he spun his head around in the direction of the noise, the rapid movement only making the ringing in his head louder. His eyes fell on an old man, maybe fifteen or twenty years his senior, hunched over a desk with his back to Len.  
 
      
 
    “Who are you?”  
 
      
 
    Len’s voice shook with nerves, realizing as he took in more of the room that he was locked to a bed in what looked to be like some underground basement. His eyes fell on a wall covered in different types of weaponry; there were all sorts of guns, ranging from pistols to rifles to an old Browning machine gun. A selection of blades were fixed in a glass case beside the weapons, the metal on each of them shining under the dim lighting. Len’s mouth fell open as he wondered what he had been dragged into.  
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, I’m surprised you don’t recognize me,” the man started to turn in his chair, angling his body so it took the longest time possible for his face to fall into the light. “I’ve lived on this street long before you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    As the man’s face came out of the shadow, Len acknowledged him carefully. He did recognize him. He’d seen the man tending to weeds in his garden in the summer or shoveling snow during the longer winter months. Len couldn’t place his name, but he knew this old man lived nearby, just a few houses down from his own.  
 
      
 
    As the thought of his home flashed into Len’s mind the fire blazed back to life in his eyes. He felt the heat of it on his skin and the smell of smoke filled his nostrils, if only just a memory. His eyes swept through the room once more and landed on the backpack he had taken off before running into his house, his treasured wooden box resting on top of it. Both positioned just to the right of where the man sat. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry, I haven’t looked inside,” the man smiled, noticing Len staring at the wooden box with such fervor it was as if he thought it might vanish. “Must be something damn special in there if you’re willing to risk your life for it. Another minute in that house and I doubt you’d have made it out.” 
 
      
 
    Len blinked. Had he really been that close to death? His memories from being inside his house were fuzzy, distorted by the smoke in his vision and in his lungs. Slowly the realization dawned on him that this man had saved him and—even though he was suspicious of his intentions—he surely wouldn’t have been saved only to be harmed again, would he?  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Len stuttered, the words sounding harsh as they came out. Coughing a few times to clear his throat, he tried again, “I mean it, you saved my life. But, why have you handcuffed me?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, well,” the man looked away wistfully for a moment, “there’s been enough death in the last forty-eight hours to last a lifetime. Yours was a life still worth saving, I think.” 
 
      
 
    Len considered the man more carefully, not missing the fact that he had dodged the question about Len being handcuffed. He wasn’t sure how to act around him; clearly he needed to show respect to the man, but Len was also aware he didn’t want to come across as the meek and mild man he’d so often been perceived as in the years before the chaos. Eventually he replied.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t even know your name.” 
 
      
 
    “Ha, didn’t expect you to,” the man laughed. “All of you lot around here are all the same, a nod in the morning or perhaps a little wave but you’re not bothered about getting to know anyone. Off you go to your important city jobs every day like clockwork and yet when something real happens, you’re all left helpless and afraid, waiting for someone else to pick up the pieces and rescue you.” 
 
      
 
    Len stared at the man with a stunned expression on his face. He didn’t know what to say. The man was a neighbor of his, and he did recognize him to some extent, but the longer he stayed trapped away with him the more uneasy he felt. The weapons were one thing, but the fact he was so calm and mysterious when half of Chicago had collapsed outside his front door was oddly disturbing. Not one part of the man seemed afraid, a stark contrast to how Len truly felt.  
 
      
 
    “It’s Harrison,” the man eventually continued, “number 102. And I know you; Len Rodgers of number 86, married and divorced from Amy, father to James.”  
 
      
 
    “How…”  
 
      
 
    “Some of us take an interest in those around us, Mr. Rodgers. Some of us like to be prepared.” 
 
      
 
    The longer the conversation went on between them, the more uncomfortable Len slowly became. How much did Harrison really know about him? As quietly as he could Len strained against the handcuffs on his right wrist, doing his best to not make a sound as the metal pushed against metal.   
 
      
 
    While he did, he kept his eyes on Harrison, trying to prove to the older man that he wasn’t afraid of him. With his vision less blurred Len noted that the man probably wasn’t as old as he had originally thought. Maybe mid-fifties, but he was well built and looked strong underneath the jacket that he wore. He must be, Len realized, to have carried him all the way from outside his house. If the house numbers Harrison had supplied were correct then they were a fair way down the street from where Len’s house was. Or used to be. Len’s heart sank again as he remembered his house was probably completely destroyed now, lost to a fire like so much else of Chicago.  
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t bother with that,” Harrison spoke again, turning his back to Len and focusing on whatever lay on the desk in front of him. “You inhaled a lot of smoke during your little jaunt, it’s best to let your lungs get used to clean air again before you go trying to snap metal in two…” 
 
      
 
    Len winced at Harrison’s words, stopping his attempt to free himself from the handcuffs. He desperately wanted to get up from the bed. He wanted to go outside and see what had happened to his house, he wanted to move toward his backpack and the wooden box and he wanted to understand where he was being kept. But a part of him —a small, curious part—also wanted to stay with Harrison and find out more about the old man.  
 
      
 
    “Why have you handcuffed me?” Len asked eventually, still taken aback by his surroundings. “And what is this place?”  
 
      
 
    From the dim light and lack of windows, along with the slightly musty smell in the air Len assumed he was underground. Locked in the old man’s basement perhaps? The thought caused him to shudder involuntarily.  
 
      
 
    The items that covered the walls interested Len more so however, even after he’d already viewed the display of weapons. There was a wall covered in shelves of food, hundreds of tins and cans, some so old and dusty Len couldn’t even make out the name of them. Huge containers of water lay on the floor beneath the shelves, bigger than the tanks of gasoline Len had carried from the water taxi with Freddie; so big he didn’t think he’d be able to move even one of them.  
 
      
 
    A steady dripping sound also echoed around the room, telling Len that there was perhaps a source of water somewhere. He traced the sound to behind a curtain, which hung in one corner of the room, the roughly cut black cloth distorting his view of whatever lay behind. The thought frightened him, still absolutely aware that he was at Harrison’s mercy and although he had saved him, Len didn’t have any other reason to trust him yet.  
 
      
 
    In amongst all the gaps on the walls, the rare ones found between old food, weapons or hunting tools, scraps of newspaper sat faded and yellowing. Each one seemed to report on some terrorist attack or natural disaster; details of armed forces or emergency aid being deployed and documented.  
 
      
 
    Yards of rope hung from the ceiling, looping around metal poles that acted like a support against what Len realized was a handmade roof. He was merely staring up at the ground above his head, several roots hanging down confirming his suspicion. Was this entire structure manmade? Surely the old man—Harrison—hadn’t constructed it himself?  
 
      
 
    It was clear to Len what he was now and why he seemed so mysterious and aloof about everything that was happening to the rest of Chicago. This man was a prepper; one of the people often regarded as crazy in the outside world, but merely because they are ready for any eventuality. Harrison was prepared for this mass ejection; he was probably hidden away from the moment the first radio report came through, locked in his underground hideout where he could stay for what looked like months.  
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Len exhaled under his breath, realizing he had answered his own question with his observations. “Did you make this?” 
 
      
 
    “Every last bit,” Harrison grinned, clearly proud of what he had accomplished. “By my calculations I could last almost a year in here, providing I ration correctly.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s incredible…” Len paused, processing what Harrison was saying. “But then… why did you bring me here?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison puffed out his chest slightly, clearly very proud of what he had achieved although Len could see the grin on his face fading at Len’s question. He guessed he was probably the first other person to ever make it into Harrison's bunker as well, the old man not exactly the most sociable neighbor. Although Len realized he probably hadn’t been either.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Harrison paused debating whether to answer Len’s question. He was slightly embarrassed by the real reason, his whole life designed to make him prepared for an event like this and then yet, he’d risked all his secrets to save his neighbor.  
 
      
 
    His one weakness lay in the fact that Harrison was a father. For Len however, that appeared to be his greatest strength. As Harrison had dragged Len down to his bunker he had mumbled words about needing to save his son, his mind hazy from the smoke inhalation causing Len to hallucinate somehow. Harrison had heard, though, and was struck by how much of a determined father Len seemed to be, despite his clear stupidity and unpreparedness.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “James! James, where are you?” 
 
      
 
    Harrison struggled to drag the man away from the flames, his body writhing about on the floor and crying out for his son. A small wooden box was clutched tightly in his hands, his knuckles blanching from the pressure of holding onto it.  
 
      
 
    “James! I’m coming James!” 
 
      
 
    Sweat dripped down Harrison’s brow as he dragged Len along the ground and out of the reach of the flames. The foundations of his house were already starting the crumble; the air filled with groans and creaks of old supports giving way under the heat of the fire.  
 
      
 
    The sound of Len crashing through glass had piqued Harrison’s attention while he was outside in his own garden; the deluded cries about the man’s son had kept it. Even on the brink of unconsciousness Harrison could hear the desperation in Len’s voice. The sheer need to find his son, even though Harrison had checked and was sure no one else had been inside the house.  
 
      
 
    “James…”  
 
      
 
    Len shuddered as Harrison let go of his arms, leaving the man on the ground while he pulled an old tarp off a neighbor’s wheelbarrow. He continued to mumble under his breath as Harrison pulled him further down the road, toward the direction of his own home.  
 
      
 
    He couldn’t believe how reckless Len had been, running into a burning home for an old wooden box. Harrison could tell it clearly meant the world to him, what the contents were he could only speculate about, but from Len’s ramblings about his son he could hazard a guess. Some memories were too precious to leave behind.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Harrison was immediately reminded of his own daughter. She would be grown up now and would maybe even have children of her own. Not that he would know. He hadn’t spoken to her in many, many years—without a doubt Harrison’s biggest regret.  
 
      
 
    That was the real reason Harrison had brought Len down to his bunker. He’d obviously handcuffed him to keep the both of them safe; Harrison had a lot of weapons in his bunker and he didn’t need a panicked father setting them off. But he had brought him there because for once, Harrison thought he could possibly learn from someone else. He thought he could somehow find a way to live, rather than just survive.  
 
      
 
    Shaking his head, though, Harrison couldn’t bring himself to reveal that to Len. He ultimately knew he was still in the position of power and should get as many answers from Len while he could.  
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry for handcuffing you,” Harrison spoke slowly, “but I’m sure you understand precautions must be taken.” He pointed to the wall of weapons in the bunker, each one perhaps more deadly than the next. “Tell me about yourself Len. What’s your plan? Don’t exactly have a home to go back to anymore now do you.” 
 
      
 
    Len winced on the camper bed, looking around the room once more. “I’m going to Michigan,” he spoke firmly, refusing to let any doubt seep into his words.  
 
      
 
    Harrison let out a loud laugh from where he sat, slapping his palm on the desk in front of him several times.  
 
      
 
    “I respect your boldness, but how exactly do you expect to get there? And why? Forgive me for being crude but no more than a few hours ago I witnessed you running into a burning house to rescue an old box. Not exactly the most responsible way to survive, is it?” 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps not,” Len shook his head in a slight display of shame, “but that’s where my family is. I can’t stay here without knowing they’re okay.” 
 
      
 
    “Amy and James?” Harrison questioned, his expression softening. He had suspected as much from Len’s smoke-induced mumbling, but it was something else to hear it come from Len in his right mind.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Len’s voice grew soft, “I need to find them.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” Harrison cleared his throat, “along with your boldness, that’s another thing I can respect about you, Len. But my question still stands, how do you expect to get there?” 
 
      
 
     “I’ll walk if I have to,” Len shrugged, “they’re in South Haven, so it’d be easier if I could get a boat and cross Lake Michigan, but I don’t really care how I get there. Just so long as I do.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison stared at Len for a moment, taking in the man and slowly allowing his opinion of him to change. Where previously he’d seen a man who didn’t know the value of his own life, now he saw a survivor. Someone who was willing to risk everything he had to save those he loved. Harrison fell silent. He knew all about that. He also knew the consequences of not risking enough.  
 
      
 
    “It could take weeks to get there,” Harrison contemplated out loud.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t care,” Len felt more confident than ever in his words, “I’m going.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then,” Harrison finally pushed himself up from his seat, revealing the old satellite radio he’d been tinkering with at his desk. He started walking toward the camper bed, withdrawing a set of keys from his pants pocket. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    South Haven was one step closer to Canada and suddenly Harrison couldn’t resist the chance to go. He had hoped—when he’d dragged Len to his bunker—that he was referring to the South Haven in Michigan and now that had been confirmed. As much as Harrison valued his safety, his bunker and everything he’d worked for years to achieve, there was something in Canada he instantly realized he valued more. His daughter.  
 
      
 
    Len stared at the old man, his mouth slightly hanging open at the suggestion. He didn’t know Harrison at all, save for the brief time they had just spent together in his bunker. Why the old man wanted to come with Len on his journey when he had possibly the safest home in all of Chicago exactly where he stood was beyond him.  
 
      
 
    But as Len rubbed his wrist, finally free of the metal from the handcuffs he couldn’t deny how much of a valuable asset Harrison would be. Not only in the wealth of supplies he had packed down in his bunker, but also in the wealth of knowledge Len imagined he had stored in his head. The newspaper cut outs were evidence enough; this man had studied his whole life for an eventuality like this. Why waste all that knowledge sitting underground in a bunker? 
 
      
 
    It was a risky decision, Len knew Harrison could be crazy, or dangerous or a liability on his journey, but something told him to trust the man. He needed to get to South Haven and Harrison could just be the answer to getting him there quicker.  
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded after his moment’s deliberation. “We better get moving.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “Call the head office, we need to get this power back on now!”  
 
      
 
    Georgia pulled on the zipper of her jacket, wrapping the thick fur lining closer to her body. The heating had only been off for a couple of minutes but in the unforgiving arctic climate even seconds without heating made it harder to breathe in the research facility.  
 
      
 
    It was the very early hours of Saturday morning, which meant RF2 was on skeleton staff, almost all of the other researchers retiring to the main facility to relax for a couple of days. Georgia and Matt were the only two left behind to monitor the research over the weekend, both woken up by the feeling of cold air permeating their bones.  
 
      
 
    The stem cells they were growing needed a certain temperature to maintain the growth process and Georgia knew they wouldn’t last more than ten minutes without the proper care. Her first thought was always with the research, she had given up so much to be a part of this team. The opportunity to potentially find a cure to Alzheimer’s had become her sole focus after both of her parents had been taken from her.  
 
      
 
    It was a cruel disease and one that Georgia was willing to do anything to try and stop. If she could save one family from the fate she’d had to endure that would count as a successful career to her. Ultimately that was why she’d applied for the research expedition to Antarctica, leaving her comfortable home in Buenos Aires behind in exchange for six years in one of the coldest places on Earth.   
 
      
 
    She knew sometimes it made her come across to her fellow scientists as rude and short-tempered, but it was only because she’d had to watch both her parents gradually forget about her that she felt so passionate about finding a cure. It was impossible to describe the pain of being forgotten, of looking into someone’s eyes and knowing they didn’t recognize you. For it to happen once in a lifetime was bad enough, but Georgia had lost first her mother and then her father only two years later to the disease. If she didn’t have her research she would have very little left to cling onto.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t get through,” Matt’s teeth chattered together as he spoke, the temperature in the research lab slowly dropping. It was already below zero and pretty soon the reinforced walls wouldn’t be able to keep out the blistering cold and blowing gales from outside.  
 
      
 
    “What?” Georgia heard Matt clearly, nothing but silence in the lab aside from their voices, but still she couldn’t believe him. “Try again!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s no signal,” Matt shook his head as he put the phone back down, “all the power’s gone out.” 
 
      
 
    “The power can’t just go out!” Georgia’s voice steadily started to rise both in panic and anger. “There’s millions of dollars of research in here, we’re already on the clock for how much longer it can survive without power.” 
 
      
 
    “Try if you want,” Matt picked the phone up again and held it out to Georgia, “I need to get another jacket.” 
 
      
 
    Georgia barely waited for Matt to finish speaking before she had the phone in her hand. It was only designed to connect to the other buildings on the base, but it was still specially made to function in the extreme weather and there was no way it could just fail like that.  
 
      
 
    But as she held the receiver to her ear and jabbed at the numbers on the base she was just greeted with more silence. Matt was right, the phone wasn’t working and neither was the heating. It looked like all the power had failed in RF2 and the reality of that was something Georgia didn’t even want to consider.  
 
      
 
    “The main facility will pick up the power failure,” Georgia spoke quietly, trying to reassure herself. “It can’t be out for long.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know, look at this, George.” 
 
      
 
    Matt was staring out of a window, reinforced glass that was several inches thick to keep out the cold. Georgia moved to his side and looked out over the rest of Orcadas Base. Not a single light was on over the entire of the base, only the thousands of stars in the sky above illuminating the few buildings that formed the Argentine research facility.  
 
      
 
    “I think the whole base has failed.” 
 
      
 
    Georgia let Matt’s words wash over her, sinking into every pore with the reality of what he was saying. If the whole base had lost power then that was beyond bad. Not only would the stem cells gradually die and all their years of hard work would be lost, but they wouldn’t be able to get out of RF2. The airlock doors wouldn’t function without power, designed and built with reinforced metal to protect everyone and everything inside from the harsh weather of the Antarctic. That meant they wouldn’t be able to try to manually restart the power cells and they wouldn’t be able to get the heating going again.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll be stuck in here,” Georgia murmured, barely whispering the words out loud.  
 
      
 
    Matt turned his head slowly to look at his companion. He and Georgia didn’t really get along, or at least they certainly wouldn’t if they both lived anywhere else. She was short tempered and cared more about the research than anyone she worked with; sometimes it was a quality that Matt admired, but more often than not it just made her difficult to communicate with.  
 
      
 
    Working in such a hostile environment, though, Matt was forced to interact with her on a daily basis and that meant he let her behavior slide more often than not. The work was time consuming and exhausting, but like everyone else on the base they had willingly signed up to it and couldn’t leave just because of a small colleague disagreement.  
 
      
 
    “They’ll get it back on.” Matt spoke confidently, refusing to believe that the whole base would be in the same situation as them. “The base is built for incidents like this George, it might take a little longer than it should but there’s no way the power just won’t come back on.” 
 
      
 
    “We need to monitor the cells,” Georgia replied with a shiver, “do everything we can to keep them functioning until then.”  
 
      
 
    Matt nodded, following Georgia over to the right of the lab where their research was. Tiny stem cells were steadily maturing, found in the coldest part of Antarctica, which had allowed them to mutate into something that could possibly cure Alzheimer’s. Matt didn’t have the same familial connection with the research that he knew Georgia had, but he still cared greatly about what they were trying to achieve. If they could somehow figure out a way to cure this disease then not only would millions of lives be saved, but also those who made it happen would go down in history. His research would be up there with the likes of the discovery of penicillin and the eradication of small pox.  
 
      
 
    “Oh no… they’re already failing!”  
 
      
 
    Georgia’s cry was laced with concern, her figure hunched over a microscope and desperately trying to remain in place despite the shivers that constantly shook her body.  
 
      
 
    “The regeneration process is slowing down,” Georgia continued to speak, never pulling her face away from the microscope. “The growth hormones are splitting away from the nucleus of the cells; they can’t function in this temperature. Try that phone again!”  
 
      
 
    Matt moved over to the phone as instructed, rubbing his hands together to try to keep his fingers from seizing up in the cold. From seeing the rest of the base still in darkness he knew the phone wouldn’t be working. The power was still out and slowly the thought started to creep into Matt’s head that it wouldn’t be coming back on again any time soon.  
 
      
 
    “Nothing,” Matt swore under this breath. “How long do we have?” 
 
      
 
    “Minutes,” Georgia’s defeated voice carried from the other side of the lab, her eyes glued to the stem cells as she watched years of research falling apart in front of her. “The regeneration has slowed way down, the movement is sluggish and the culture is starting to freeze. Matt,” Georgia finally sat up and looked away from the microscope, “we can’t lose this.” 
 
      
 
    Matt moved back through the lab and positioned himself above another microscope. Pulling the collar of his jacket further up around his neck to protect from the cold he leaned down and pressed his forehead against the cold metal headrest of the microscope. He took a moment to focus the lens, making sure what he was seeing was correct.  
 
      
 
    Georgia was right. The stem cells were dying quicker than he’d ever seen it before. They needed heat to regenerate and the temperature in the lab was definitely well below zero now. All their research was going to fail.  
 
      
 
    Matt clenched his fists in front of him and inhaled sharply. No one was going to remember his name now. Their research would be forgotten about, a potential greatness that never came to pass. Alzheimer’s would go on killing people and he would just be another failed scientist who had come close but not close enough. Gritting his teeth Matt watched as the stem cells died in front of his eyes, years trapped on a base in Antarctica wasting away before his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “No,” Georgia whispered to the side of him, watching the exact same thing that he was. “No.” 
 
      
 
    Pushing the microscope away Georgia sank forward, her head in her hands as tears started to form in her eyes. It felt like she was losing her parents all over again, like she had had the opportunity to save them somehow and she had just watched it die. She knew it wasn’t the case really, the deaths of both her parents well in her past, but still she couldn’t shake the feeling. Years of research had been completely wiped out in just minutes. The grip of cold suddenly grew much fiercer with that realization, squeezing around her body and threatening to take the air from her lungs.  
 
      
 
    Only then did Georgia truly begin to take note of how cold their research facility had become. The stem cells needed a temperature above negative ten to survive, so that already told her it had dropped below that. She wrapped her arms around herself in an attempt to retain some body heat, the many layers of clothing making it difficult to fully reach across her body.  
 
      
 
    Matt hadn’t said a word. Georgia knew how important the research was to him as well, although she was aware it wasn’t for the same cause. That was one of the main reasons they didn’t get on very well, Georgia wanting to rid the world of the disease for the good of the people, while Matt had more selfish intentions of how the cure would affect him.  
 
      
 
    That didn’t matter now, Georgia swiftly realized. Neither of them would be able to achieve what they wanted. Their dream of curing Alzheimer’s was officially over.  
 
      
 
    Climbing down from her chair Georgia swayed as her legs struggled to support her weight. She immediately felt like she was drained of energy, her body having to work impossibly hard to keep her systems functioning in the extreme cold.  
 
      
 
    “We need to get warm,” she stuttered, reaching out a hand to touch Matt’s shoulder. From the look in his eyes Georgia could tell Matt was just as disappointed as she was with the death of their research, but she was also fully aware that they had to now concentrate on saving themselves. “We won’t survive much longer either if the temperature keeps dropping.” 
 
      
 
    Matt’s eyes glanced above Georgia’s head and toward the temperature gauge on the wall. It was negative seventeen degrees Fahrenheit; both of them knew if their internal body temperature dropped below seventy it would be impossible to survive. Matt couldn’t predict what his internal temperature was in that moment, but he suspected it was on its way down.   
 
      
 
    “Come on,” Georgia wrapped an arm around him, leaning into his body for support as Matt stepped down from his stool. Dizziness shook Georgia’s body, her vision blurring as each step they took felt like she was climbing a mountain.  
 
      
 
    As they started shuffling toward the dorm room that adjoined the lab, Georgia cast her gaze around with confusion. Why had she moved to Antarctica? Everything was so cold and unyielding. It was always dark and she didn’t really have any friends there, what was the point?  
 
      
 
    Her head spun with every thought and Georgia quickly became more and more confused by her surroundings and what was happening. She leaned more heavily on Matt, his taller frame offering her the support she needed as they both collapsed onto a bed.  
 
      
 
    Looking up into Matt’s eyes Georgia was overcome by confusion again. They weren’t friends, but why were they sharing a bed? She tried to open her mouth to speak but the words escaped her before she’d even processed them, her mind losing functionality as her body temperature dropped even lower.  
 
      
 
    “We need to stay warm, Georgia.”  
 
      
 
    The words came out of Matt in a staccato rhythm, each one causing him more effort than the last. He wrapped his arms tighter around her body, despite Georgia’s struggling and trying to get away.  
 
      
 
    Matt knew their body heat would only help keep them alive for a short while longer, his mind was already readily processing the fact that he would be dead within the hour. Georgia appeared to already be in the confusion state of hypothermia; her body had stopped shivering beside his while Matt’s still shook from the cold. In a moment of sudden realization, he realized he would have to watch her die prior to him before his own body gave up. As the thought wrapped itself around his mind Matt squeezed Georgia’s body tighter and closed his eyes. He’d never thought he was afraid of death, but now he was finally facing it, all he wanted to do was give in to the darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Going through the inventory in Harrison’s bunker, Len couldn’t quite believe how much the old man had managed to stockpile over the years. He wasn’t certain how long Harrison had lived in the area for, but to have built the bunker from scratch alone must have taken him several years.  
 
      
 
    It was so well hidden from anyone above that Len could’ve stood right next to the entrance and not known it was there. Indented steps were carved into the wall in one corner of the bunker, leading to a hatch amongst the pipes in the ceiling. As Harrison led the way up, Len curious to see the bunker from above before they started preparing for their journey to South Haven, he marvelled at the years of painstaking work that must have gone into the design.  
 
      
 
    The hatch was simple, the outside of it covered in grass and soil which Harrison clearly attended to carefully to ensure it exactly matched the shade of greenery around it. It pushed open half in a flowerbed, the purple flowers sliding to one side somehow and yet maintaining their appearance. Len couldn’t believe his eyes as he stared down at it once closed, not even a tiny groove visible around the edges.  
 
      
 
    Harrison was clearly a skilled man, and a very dedicated one. Len wondered exactly what went on in his head to make him prepare to such an extent for an event that might not ever happen. In a way he guessed Harrison was partly pleased with the mass ejection that had shook Chicago; it was the perfect excuse for him to show off his handiwork.  
 
      
 
    “You slept through the night,” Harrison said matter-of-factly as Len squinted at the bright morning sun. “Running into that house really did a number on you.” 
 
      
 
    Len coughed in response, shocked that he had been unconscious for so long. He felt better for it though, the ache in his ribs less prominent and his head much clearer after the rest. What worried him though was wasting any more time; almost two full days had passed since the disaster first hit. He had no idea what Amy and James had been doing during that time.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to get a few things from inside,” Harrison spoke again during Len’s silence. “I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    Len nodded to the man and let him walk inside, still trying to wrap his head around what had happened the night before. His home sprung to his mind as he noticed the wisps of smoke curling up into the sky further down the street.  
 
      
 
    “I’m just going to…” he started to call to Harrison, but noticed the man had already disappeared into his own home. With a heavy heart Len started to walk in the direction of where his used to be, unable to stop himself from surveying the damage the fire had caused.  
 
      
 
    Even from a distance he could see there was barely anything left. His house—and the one next door—lay crumpled in a pile of rubble, a few tame fires still burning throughout. Len shook his head as he stared at what had been his home for over ten years. It was the house where James had taken his first steps, said his first words and celebrated many other milestones with his parents. Now there was nothing left.  
 
      
 
    Len had seen plenty of destruction as he’d made his way through Chicago, but this hit him even worse. This pile of bricks and mortar had been his own; it had been his place of solitude in the city, a place of many countless memories, both good and bad.  
 
      
 
    He began to pick his way through the rubble, forcing himself to stay strong as he passed through what had once been his dining room. The oak table was charred almost beyond recognition, the varnished wood not standing a chance against the roaring flames. He found his bed only a few feet to the side of it, the ceiling having collapsed from the force of the fire.  
 
      
 
    With a lump in his throat Len thought of the wooden box he had risked his life to save. It was still on top of the backpack the teenage girl had given him, safely in Harrison’s underground bunker.  
 
      
 
    Climbing over more rubble, Len spotted a flash of white off to one side. His refrigerator lay on its side, the door warped by the heat and bent inwards. So many of James’s pictures had been stuck to the door, now nothing but ash in the wind floating around his face. He had the box though; Len had saved the most important things.  
 
      
 
    As Len poured through his belongings, almost all of them too damaged to recognize, the sense of loss inside him grew even deeper. He was truly a man with very little left, a man who would do anything to help himself feel whole again. He knew what he was staring at were only possessions, nothing people all over the world hadn’t proved you didn’t need to be happy. But still, the sense of having everything taken from him was too strong to ignore and as his life lay in pieces around him, Len sank to the ground and let tears begin to fall from his eyes.  
 
      
 
    How much destruction had James witnessed in South Haven? Len was sure by now that the effects of this disaster had hit the whole country, the terror in Chicago too immense to not have happened elsewhere. Aid would have come to the city if it had been the only one to fall, the lack of help made Len’s assumptions even clearer.  
 
      
 
    That meant South Haven would be just as bad. Even though it was lakeside like Chicago, the great waters of Lake Michigan had done very little to quench the thirst of the flames. It was much smaller too, which Len couldn’t decide was a positive or negative factor. There was less to burn, but did that mean it would merely burn quicker? 
 
      
 
    As he let the minutes slip by Len tried to pull himself back together. He had a real chance of reaching his family now. Harrison was the most important advantage he had and he had to make sure he made the most of it. The man knew things Len wouldn’t even think to try and he could teach him skills Len wouldn’t have even considered.  
 
      
 
    Shaking his head and letting the final tears fall from his eyes, Len sniffed and pushed himself to his feet. There was nothing left for him in the rubble and he needed to let it all go. No use crying over spilt milk, he’d often told James as a child. Well there was no use crying over old rocks either. Without looking back, Len walked away from his house for the very last time.  
 
      
 
    Harrison was back in his garden when Len reached number 102. Len was certain he looked like he had been crying, but out of the good of his heart Harrison didn’t mention anything.  
 
      
 
    “There’s clean-ish water in the bath upstairs,” Harrison spoke, acknowledging Len’s return. “I’ve got some clothes out for you as well, should be about your size.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Len said, slightly caught by surprise. Looking down at his appearance he realized how disgusting he looked. Covered in ash, sweat and blood from his journey through the city, having a wash was an inviting prospect for him.  
 
      
 
    “But shouldn’t we get going soon?” Len asked anyway, the thought of his family always top of his mind.  
 
      
 
    “No point heading out today,” Harrison shook his head. “We’ll go at first light tomorrow. Could do with today to prepare as best we can.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” Len nodded, knowing Harrison’s words made sense but still wishing they could start moving earlier. “I’ll go clean up then.” 
 
      
 
    “Upstairs and on your right,” Harrison offered as Len started to move toward the back door of his home. “Should find everything you need.” 
 
      
 
    Stripping out of his clothes Len couldn’t deny he was glad to be rid of them. Only when he’d bundled them up in a pile in the corner did he realize how badly they smelled; how badly he smelled. The water in the bath was slightly murky—evidence of Harrison having just used it—and it wasn’t warm, but Len didn’t complain.  
 
      
 
    He lathered his body in soap and scrubbed every inch of himself clean. His hair and fingernails were particularly disgusting, matted with all sorts of grime Len didn’t want to know where from. When he finally felt clean and had patted himself dry with an old towel left hanging by the window, Len pulled on the clothes Harrison had left for him and stared at himself in the mirror.  
 
      
 
    Even clean, his face looked disheveled and thin. He hadn’t really eaten anything since he’d left work two days ago and that, combined with the miles he must’ve walked and the horrors he had seen made him look frail compared to his previous self.  
 
      
 
    His new clothes were sturdy and perfect for a long journey. Long pants and a long sleeved top covered his body, although the fabric was light and breathable, stopping him from sweating so much in the intense heat. A pair of sturdy hiking boots had been left out as well, a size too big but a welcome change from his work loafers all the same.  
 
      
 
    He looked like he was ready for the journey, there wasn’t a shred of the office worker left on him.  
 
      
 
    To his delight, when Len made it back downstairs, Harrison had started a small fire and was cooking something in a pan above it. He looked very at home in the outside, dressed identical to Len but with a much more confident look about him. He was born for this, Len realized and suddenly he found himself very lucky to have met with Harrison.  
 
      
 
    Strange how two people could live so close to one another for so many years, unaware of anything about the other person. Len realized how wrapped up in his own life he must have been to not even know Harrison’s name after all those years. Self absorbed. It was something Amy had called him when she’d served the divorce papers; slowly Len was beginning to accept that she might have been right.  
 
      
 
    The two men ate in relative silence, Harrison quickly scrubbing out the fire as soon as his cooking was done. Len couldn’t identify what he was eating, but after two days without a meal he didn’t question it. Immediately his insides felt full and nourished, his energy sources replenishing to a level he hadn’t felt since it all began.  
 
      
 
    “Right,” Harrison spoke after Len’s bowl was empty. “I reckon I’ve got a thing or two to teach you.” 
 
      
 
    Nodding, Len followed Harrison back down into his bunker and focused carefully as the older man started explaining everything they would have to be prepared for on their journey.  
 
      
 
    Len was already very aware of how dangerous certain groups of people could be, but his interactions with Freddie and Jen, the two families and now Harrison had calmed his fears somewhat. Harrison’s words got them all riled up again. The old man was certain more factions like those with shaved heads that had attacked Len would rise up in the ruin of the country. Textbook, was what he called it, drawing on countless examples that Len hadn’t even heard of but couldn’t deny.  
 
      
 
    The two of them poured over an old map that Harrison had pinned to the wall in his bunker, planning their route and figuring out how long it would take. Harrison demanded that they plan at least three alternative paths to South Haven, his reasoning clear that they wouldn’t be able to predict the terrors that obstructed their journey.  
 
      
 
    Len listened dutifully and offered his opinion when it was needed. He left most of the planning to Harrison, only really contributing when he shared exactly where in South Haven Amy and James now lived.  
 
      
 
    After they’d planned the route, Harrison set about going through his food supply, counting out how many days of rations they’d need compared to what they’d be able to carry. Len took this opportunity to unpack the backpack he had been given, sharing his supplies with Harrison who discerned whether any of them would be useful to take.  
 
      
 
    He was amazed to see what the families had been able to acquire from the street of shops nearby. Several bottles of water were what weighed the bag down most, along with a few tins of food that Harrison added to his shelves. There was a penknife, although it looked small compared to the wall of weapons Harrison proudly displayed; a lighter, useful even with all the fires burning so freely everywhere you went. Two pairs of socks and a large t-shirt padded out the bottom of the bag with finally a toothbrush and a role of tape thrown in for good luck.  
 
      
 
    Harrison had ample supplies of every item, but Len was still impressed by what they found. Had he not had the luck of ending up with the old man, the backpack would’ve been a valuable lifeline for him.  
 
      
 
    Most of the items were discarded and replaced with better versions that Harrison had stockpiled himself. Even the backpack was replaced by a larger one, built to hold at least a few days of supplies. In addition to the standard contents Harrison included spools of rope, a flashlight and extra batteries, bandages and other forms of first aid, plastic bags, various tools including a can opener and a wrench, a sleeping bag, cooking equipment and countless other items Len wouldn’t have even thought to consider.  
 
      
 
    With their bags almost full Harrison stretched and walked over to his wall of weapons. He placed his hands on his hips and leaned back, examining what was on display.  
 
      
 
    “You ever fired a gun before, Len?” 
 
      
 
    “N-no,” Len stuttered in response, his weapons training was completely non-existent, a skill he’d never thought he’d need to have living in the center of Chicago.  
 
      
 
    “Well, that’ll need to change,” Harrison murmured, pulling a key out of his pocket and unlocking the glass casing that covered the weapons. He picked two pistols from the lower rungs and shoved them both into the waistband of his pants.  
 
      
 
    “Come on,” he beckoned as he moved toward the exit of the bunker. “I’m not going out there with you unless you’ve had a bit of training.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Making her way back upstairs Amy felt like she could barely get out of her house quickly enough. She knew she had to remain fairly calm however, for the sake of her son; she couldn’t let him ever find out what had just happened. What she’d just done.  
 
      
 
    It was different in a way. James had witnessed plenty of people dying out on the streets earlier that day, but to experience something in your own home was another thing entirely. Amy herself was a thousand times more shook up by what had happened. There was a dead man just outside of her own home and that was a sentence she never imagined she’d have to think.  
 
      
 
    Approaching her son’s room, a smile forced itself onto her face, seeing her son playing with his toy soldiers on his bedroom floor. There was such an air of innocence around the boy; Amy could almost imagine it was just a normal day. Almost.  
 
      
 
    James didn’t notice Amy at first, his back to her as he walked the plastic figures around the room. When he did a smile crept onto his face as well, the toy figurine dropping from his hand as he walked forward and wrapped his little arms around his mother’s waist.  
 
      
 
    “Hi, Mom,” he mumbled into her shirt, his head nestled against her stomach. 
 
      
 
    Amy looked down at her son and ran her fingers through his hair, relishing the moment of calm while it lasted. She couldn’t predict when the next would come.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going to go on a little trip,” she spoke softly, still holding onto her son. “What do you think of that?” 
 
      
 
    James titled his head backwards to look up at Amy, his eyebrows rising slightly. “Where?” 
 
      
 
    Amy paused. She didn’t really have an answer to that question, but she needed a destination of some description. Pursing her lips she ran though the different places they could get to. Although, without a car or any other means of transport, their options were severely limited.  
 
      
 
    For some reason she thought staying close to Lake Michigan was a better option than going further inland. She had some friends who had a lake house about twenty miles up the beach, but on foot with an eight year old it would take days to reach. In truth Amy had no idea where they would end up, but she had to tell James something.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going to visit Ellen and Maria, at their lake house.”  
 
      
 
    James nodded at his mother, “I like that house, it has the big swing.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Amy stepped back from James slightly, “the house with the swing.” 
 
      
 
    “When are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you start packing now,” Amy suggested, “I’ll do the same and then we’ll see when we’re ready?” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” James stepped away and turned around to stare at his room. “Can I bring my man?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” Amy laughed, “bring whichever toys you want. But not too many mind, you’ll have to carry them remember.” 
 
      
 
    James smiled and nodded his head enthusiastically, reaching down to the toy soldier he’d left on the floor. Amy exhaled slowly, letting her mind fully comprehend what they were about to do. How she was going to travel anywhere with an eight year old in tow was a mystery to her, especially after seeing the horrors of central South Haven. But staying at home simply wasn’t an option anymore, not with what she’d left downstairs.  
 
      
 
    Walking out of her son’s room Amy tried to think through what she would realistically need to take on the journey. It wasn’t like she was packing for a holiday, the chance of them actually ending up at Ellen and Maria’s was slim to none and she knew that. But she couldn’t let the truth catch on. James was a smart kid and she suspected that he probably knew she wasn’t telling the complete truth on some level. So long as it only remained on some level though, she could get by with that.  
 
      
 
    Opening up her wardrobe Amy reached to the back and dug out the old camping bag she kept back there. It was rarely used now, but unless she wanted to drag a suitcase along behind her it was going to have to come out of retirement.  
 
      
 
    She pulled out a couple of t-shirts along with it and her favorite pair of running sneakers. She pondered over the idea of packing more clothes, an extra pair of pants or a jacket, but decided against it. Firstly it was much too hot for more layers and secondly the space in her bag would probably be better used for food and water.  
 
      
 
    In that moment Amy wished she still had her phone or some sort of Internet connection. What to pack in a disaster bag? Her mind frantically tried to work over what the contents would be. A first aid kit, that would definitely be useful she nodded as she dug out a pen and paper to scribble down a list. A penknife? Her head went back to days camping when she was younger, what sort of things did you need back then?  
 
      
 
    In reality she was pretty clueless and in the end she knew half of the contents of her bag would be useless. Sitting down on the edge of her bed she slid open the drawer of her bedside table. There was one more thing she definitely still had to pack.  
 
      
 
    The small wooden box was exactly how she had left it. Untouched by the criminals who had broken into her home. Amy felt a pang of relief at that fact, she didn’t know what she’d do if it had been stolen. Carefully she unfastened the lid and picked through what was inside.  
 
      
 
    Her wedding ring, secured alongside her engagement ring in an old ring box she’d found at a charity market. The sonograms of James at her first scan, his tiny body barely formed but already creating such joy in her life. A lock of his hair, fair as the sun from when he was just a year old. A picture of her parents, both still hopefully safe in their retirement home in Florida. Amy had barely had the time to spare a thought for them, or her younger brother, the events of the disaster in South Haven forcing her to focus solely on the present. Solely on her son. 
 
      
 
    A few more pieces of paper and trinkets filled the bottom of the box, each of them equally important to one another in Amy’s eyes. Closing the box back up she tucked it down deep in her bag, wedging it between her t-shirts and a battery-powered flashlight.  
 
      
 
    Once she’d packed everything she could think of Amy carried her bag downstairs and into the kitchen. Walking by the living room door that she’d pulled closed earlier Amy couldn’t stop herself from pausing and sniffing the air. She knew the body wouldn’t begin to smell for a couple of days, but somehow she could still sense that it was there. She desperately hoped James wouldn’t have the same thought.  
 
      
 
    Properly looking around her kitchen Amy gasped at the mess Zephyr and the other man had made. While the third—the one who was now dead—had kept her in the living room, Zephyr and the other had ransacked her house for all it was worth. The cupboard where she kept cans of food, an easy dinner option when she’d had a long day at work, was almost empty. A few cans lay knocked over on the floor, forgotten about in the rush to fill up the bags.  
 
      
 
    Amy’s fridge was still fairly full, but she knew fresh food wouldn’t last very long. Especially not in the relentless heat, the recent events confirming that the sun had no intention of letting up. Picking up the cans that remained, Amy shoved them into her own bag, digging through other cupboards and adding packets of biscuits, dried fruit and anything that didn’t have a sell by date.  
 
      
 
    When her bag was full, Amy stopped and sat at the kitchen island for a moment, her head in her hands as she tried to process again what was happening. How had her life reached this moment? Her year had already been bad enough; the divorce from Len had been horrible. Even though Amy was the one to end things, a part of her still loved her ex-husband. For a minute her thoughts flew back to when they were still together; when all three of them could spend the weekend playing games or just relaxing in the garden. Those days were long gone now and Amy didn’t even want to think about what had happened to Len. He was even less resourceful than she was, anyone who knew them both was aware of that. She desperately didn’t want to entertain the idea of Len not having survived the disaster, but sadly Amy knew it was a very real possibility.  
 
      
 
    Trying to shake her head out of despair Amy focused on the journey she would have to take with her son. She had moved to South Haven with him just over half a year earlier, somehow she would try and make this seem like the same thing. A part of James’s life had broken before and sadly a part of it was breaking again now.  
 
      
 
    Peering out between the gaps in her fingers, Amy glanced over the view of Lake Michigan she could afford from her kitchen windows. Her house was so ideally placed for the summer, the view almost like that you found on postcards or in books. Squinting slightly Amy looked up at the sky, normally a black sheet with only a few stars dotted throughout.  
 
      
 
    Now there appeared to be lights dancing through the clouds though. Electric blues and vibrant greens swerving around one another like traffic on a highway. Curious, Amy stood up from her seat and walked toward the patio doors, her eyes glued to the twinkling sky above her. It was like the Northern Lights—the aurora borealis, as she knew the scientific name to be. Watching for a minute Amy felt a sense of calm flood through her veins. If something so beautiful could emerge from such a terrible day, maybe there was hope after all.  
 
      
 
    Climbing the stairs back toward James, Amy found him on his bedroom floor again, his favorite toy soldier still clutched in his hand. His dinosaur backpack was packed however, stuffed to the brim so the zippers were straining against the fabric.  
 
      
 
    “Look James,” Amy spoke softly as she walked up behind him, “have you seen the sky?” 
 
      
 
    “Wow!” James exclaimed as he noticed the colored lights tearing through the black sky, immediately dropping his toy and rushing toward his window. “What is it Mom?” 
 
      
 
    “Magic,” was all Amy could think to say as she continued to watch the sky, her hands resting softly on the back of her son’s shoulders.  
 
      
 
    The two of them stayed like that for what—to Amy—felt like an eternity. She never wanted the moment to end; watching the lights she could almost imagine that none of the dreadful things that had happened that day had really occurred. She could almost pretend that it was just a dream and her future wasn’t now mapped out with a huge question mark hanging over her every move. Almost.  
 
      
 
    “When do we have to leave?” 
 
      
 
    James’s question pulled Amy from her fantasy, the cold reality of life crashing back down in her psyche.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll go in the morning,” Amy’s voice was still little more than a whisper, a part of her not wanting to say what was about to happen out loud. She had one more night at home, one more night of relative safety. After that Amy couldn’t predict where she and James would end up. She didn’t know where they’d be twenty-four hours from now, let alone any great time in the future. But she needed that one night at least to try and mentally prepare for the journey ahead. Prepare for the mystery that was about to become her life.  
 
      
 
    The next morning, after sleeping with her arms wrapped tightly around her son, Amy closed the front door of her house for what could be the last time. Her bag rested heavy on her shoulders as a reminder of both the few possessions she now had to her name, as well as everything she was leaving behind.  
 
      
 
    James stood confidently beside her; his own dinosaur backpack repacked that morning with a few less toys and a few more cans of food Amy had managed to find. Taking her son’s small hand in hers Amy gave it a slight squeeze in an attempt to reassure James in some way. She couldn’t tell if it worked, but it made her feel slightly better even so.  
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
      
 
    James nodded, his eyes wide with nerves, excitement or fear, Amy couldn’t tell. She didn’t want to know either. James was her whole reason for living, her whole reason for taking them away from their home in an attempt to find sanctuary somewhere else. She needed to have faith in him just as much as she needed him to have faith in her. Amy couldn’t let him down; she couldn’t allow herself that luxury. Suddenly the weight of being a parent felt like a building falling down on top of her. With a deep breath Amy absorbed the weight. It was what would keep her strong and right now that was exactly what she needed to be. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Len dutifully followed Harrison out of the bunker, his nerves already through the roof over what was about to happen. Not long ago this guy had handcuffed him to a bed and now he was talking about firing guns. Len had never fired a gun before in his life and while he could see this would be the time to do so, he was still nervous about the prospect of it.  
 
      
 
    “We’ll maybe start off on something a little less dangerous,” Harrison spoke over his shoulder as he strolled toward a large tree in the garden and slipped his hand into a groove in the trunk.  
 
      
 
    His hand reappeared wrapped around a bow and a quiver of arrows. The two guns in his waistband appearing to be just for show.  
 
      
 
    Len shook his head in shock and awe, “Is there anything you don’t have tucked away somewhere?” he asked with a note of laughter in his voice, although his question was quite serious. Harrison surprised him with every turn; it was impossible to predict what the man would reveal about himself next.  
 
      
 
    Harrison only smiled at Len’s question, clearly quite enjoying getting to show off his secrets to someone new. Len followed him out into the center of his garden and watched as Harrison took up a shooting stance, the bow held firmly in his hands.  
 
      
 
    He slung the quiver of arrows over his shoulder, withdrawing one and fastening it into the bow. “You need to factor in the wind,” Harrison spoke as he looked forward, Len noticing a target hidden amongst some bushes in the distance. He spotted the leaves blowing off to the left, and saw Harrison angle his stance slightly to adjust for how the weapon would be affected.  
 
      
 
    The arrow whistled through the air as Harrison released the string of the bow, landing dead center in the target ahead of them. The old man turned and drew another arrow from the quiver, handing both it and the bow to Len with a slight smirk on his face.  
 
      
 
    Len waited for some sort of instructions, but Harrison merely smirked more, offering no guidance. Len found it increasingly difficult to read the older man, still uncertain whether he could trust him. He still thought it strange that the man had saved him and stranger still that he wanted to accompany him on the journey to South Haven, all without giving Len a real reason. 
 
      
 
    Now Harrison was literally handing Len a deadly weapon and that just confused Len’s feelings about him even more. Sighing inwardly Len pulled the string taut and pointed his arrow in the direction of the targets. Releasing the arrow with a ping, Len watched disheartened as it sank into the grass about a foot ahead of him, no forward momentum involved at all.  
 
      
 
    Harrison broke out laughing, “I’m sorry,” he chuckled, “it always happens the first time.” 
 
      
 
    Biting his lip, Len waited for Harrison to explain how to correctly hold the bow and arrow, guiding his hands into the correct positions. He took up his stance again once he was firmly gripping the weapon and glared at the target ahead of him.  
 
      
 
    Releasing the arrow Len’s mouth broke out into a smile as it soared toward the target, lodging itself in the bushes to the right.  
 
      
 
    “Good!” Harrison called out, handing Len another arrow for this third attempt.  
 
      
 
    Len took it enthusiastically and returned to his stance. Pausing for a moment he felt the wind pushing against him and changed the angle of the bow slightly. Only slightly. As he released the string he watched the arrow fire into the bushes again, but it was closer to the target. Refusing to be put down Len reached out for another arrow, eagerly re-stringing the bow and taking aim…  
 
      
 
    “Ready for an upgrade?”  
 
      
 
    Harrison had remained quiet during most of the training session, only offering Len advice when he specifically asked for it. Hours had passed but Len was finally hitting the target almost every time. He wasn’t perfect and still struggled to hit the same exact spot twice, but he was definitely improving. He couldn’t help the grin that was plastered across his face, a strange sense of accomplishment swelling inside him.  
 
      
 
    Slowly Len nodded at the question, understanding that Harrison had decided he was ready to use a gun. He handed the bow and arrows back to Harrison who replaced them in the tree and then, to Len’s surprise, started leading him inside the house.  
 
      
 
    Opening a door to the basement and walking down the stairs, Len couldn’t believe what he was seeing. What he found took his breath away as Len stared down a one hundred meter shooting range, all concealed underneath the street.  
 
      
 
    “What the—” 
 
      
 
    “Unlike the bunker, I didn’t make this myself,” Harrison chuckled at Len’s amazement, “most of it was already here. I just extended and redecorated a little bit.” 
 
      
 
    Len couldn’t believe how much the old man had at his disposal. He was beginning to think Harrison might be slightly insane; having a shooting range within your house had to be violating a few of the local bylaws. Of course he didn’t say anything, he was nervous to question Harrison anyway, least of all when he carried two guns with him.  
 
      
 
    “Watch and learn. Oh, and put these on.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison handed a pair of earmuffs and some eye protection to Len, tugging an identical pair over his own head before withdrawing one of the guns from his waistband and taking up a shooting stance. There were familiar targets littered along the shooting range, each at different distances and each with large bullet holes ripped through them. The lighting was dim, gas lanterns hanging from the ceiling in a similar fashion to the one in his bunker, all electricity long since shut down across the country. Len realized Harrison must have come down to light the gas while he was washing up, he’d not been apart from the man for very long aside from then.  
 
      
 
    The pop of the pistol caused Len to jump backwards as Harrison fired the first round, the noise still shocking him in the enclosed environment, despite the earmuffs. Harrison didn’t even register it, focusing solely on the targets ahead of him as he fired four more times, each bullet hitting a different target along the range.  
 
      
 
    Flicking the safety switch back on his pistol he turned to face Len with a smile on his face. “You get used to the noise, plus it’s a lot less intense when you’re not in a confined space. Ready?” 
 
      
 
    Len swallowed. Firing a gun was definitely a step up from the bow and arrow, but he knew he needed to learn. Besides, he wasn’t exactly going to argue with Harrison after seeing how good of a shot the man was.  
 
      
 
    “Stand like this,” Harrison moved himself into position, handing Len the other pistol from his waistband. “And hold your pistol like this.” 
 
      
 
    Len did his best to copy Harrison’s stance, mirroring how he planted his feet and the way he angled his body toward the targets. He was appreciative of having some guidance finally and even copied the grip the older man had on his gun too, trying to place his fingers in exactly the same position.  
 
      
 
    “When you’re looking at the target,” Harrison continued, “make sure you keep breathing. Your left hand is your support; that’ll guide where the bullet goes. Your right hand just squeezes the trigger. Don’t pull it; squeeze it. Line up the sights with where you want to hit, breath slow and calm, and gently squeeze.”  
 
      
 
    On his final word Harrison squeezed his trigger once more, the last round in the weapon finding its target like all the others before it.  
 
      
 
    “Go on,” Harrison nodded to Len as he stepped backwards slightly, giving him more room to focus on his shooting.  
 
      
 
    Len stared at the target in front of him, the closest one to where he was stood. He tried to keep his breathing steady, ignoring the pounding of his heart in his chest and the unfamiliar cold metal in his hands. He forced his eyes to stay open, despite the fear that was coursing through his veins.  
 
      
 
    If this is what it takes to reach James and Amy, this is what has to be done.  
 
      
 
    Squeezing the trigger Len let his shot ring out into the shooting range around him, the sound making him flinch along with the recoil of the pistol in his hands. His stance immediately dropped, the gun hanging loose by his side. Peering forward Len looked at the target he was aiming at; it was already covered in bullet holes but none of them appeared to be from his weapon.  
 
      
 
    “Close,” Harrison spoke up behind him, “try again.” 
 
      
 
    Len regained his stance and stared down the pistol at the same target. He thought of his family, of everything he had gone through already on his quest to be reunited with them. He thought of how much further there still was to travel and everything that could possibly get in his way. With a look of determination on his face Len pulled the trigger again, forcing his body to remain still through the noise and the sensation of the bullet leaving his pistol.  
 
      
 
    He didn’t move, focusing again as he saw one of the old tires set up at the back of the range jiggle ever so slightly from the impact, his shot having clearly sailed past the intended target. Instead he breathed in again, monitoring the slight quiver in his arms as his breath left his body. He fired again. And missed. Again. And missed.  
 
      
 
    “Come on.” 
 
      
 
    Len heard Harrison willing him on from behind, two more bullets left in the magazine. Adjusting his feet slightly so his weight was more heavily on his back foot Len pictured his bullet leaving the gun and lodging in the target. Pressing his finger down on the trigger he fired twice more, only then stepping back when his gun was finally empty.  
 
      
 
    “You’re getting closer,” Harrison nodded as Len turned to look at him, disappointment etched on his face upon still not having hit the target. “Here, keep trying.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison handed Len his own pistol, the magazine already reloaded. Len took the gun from him confidently, a different make and model to the one he’d just been using, although Len couldn’t even begin to guess what it was called. Facing the target, he willed his body to get it right this time. He didn’t. But on his third attempt one of the rounds finally grazed against the side of the target, the slight sway of the paper instantly putting a smile on Len’s face.  
 
      
 
    “Well done,” Harrison said clapping Len on the back. “You’re getting there.” 
 
      
 
    Len handed the pistol back to Harrison who flipped on the safety switch and placed the gun back in his waistband with the other. His ears were ringing from the echo of gunfire in the enclosed range and he couldn’t hide his disappointment with his unimpressive performance.   
 
      
 
    “This is much harder than the bow,” Harrison offered, noting the look on Len’s face.  
 
      
 
    Len forced a laugh. “I definitely prefer the bow.”  
 
      
 
    Harrison raised his eyebrows, a part of him knowing that if they were going to embark on this journey together, Len would need to figure out his way around a pistol sooner rather than later. There would be time though, Harrison knew it would take them a long time to reach Michigan and then it would take him even longer to get to Canada. For his daughter though, he had to try.  
 
      
 
    When the two men finally made their way back down to the bunker, night was starting to fall and the strange dance of colored lights began to creep over the sky once more. They were brighter now than they had been when Len witnessed them in the city, just after he’d emerged from the underground parking lot. Less smoke in the air made it that way he imagined and he marvelled at how such a phenomena had come to pass.  
 
      
 
    Back down in the bunker Harrison handed him a cold tin of food, which Len demolished greedily. Although he’d done less walking than the days before, his concentration had drained a lot of energy from him and standing out in the blistering heat with the bow and arrow had made him tired and hungry.  
 
      
 
    “You should get some rest,” Harrison nodded to the camper bed that remained in the bunker, “we’ll get going at first light.” 
 
      
 
    Len didn’t need to be told twice, not sparing a thought for why the two of them didn’t sleep in the house or indeed where Harrison was going to sleep with Len occupying the only bed. Instead he merely thanked Harrison and laid his weary body down, almost immediately succumbing to sleep as his muscles relaxed.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Time to go.” 
 
      
 
    Harrison’s voice woke Len the next morning, his mind momentarily panicking as he remembered where he was, who Harrison was and indeed what they were about to do that day. Then he instantly awoke, his body filled with adrenaline at the thought of beginning their journey to South Haven.  
 
      
 
    Harrison was dressed and ready, doing his final check on the contents of his bag. Each thing was laid out on the floor of the bunker in an orderly fashion, the man mentally ticking things off in his head as he packed each one of them.  
 
      
 
    “Better do your final checks,” Harrison nodded to Len’s bag at the end of the camper bed, “make sure you’ve got everything.” 
 
      
 
    Len sat up properly from the camper bed and pulled his bag around in front of him, taking each object out one by one and laying it down beside him. He had everything Harrison had; save for a few extra weapons that Harrison had packed for himself.  
 
      
 
    Len still had a pistol, although it would be in leather holster tucked into his waistband rather than stored in the bag. He also had a few knives that Harrison had packed and which looked utilitarian enough to be used for anything from gathering food to defending themselves, if need be. Although they both had plenty of food rations, Harrison had told him they could probably end up hunting at some point. That was why he was also taking the bow and arrows, Harrison very clear on how he didn’t want to waste ammo. It made Len nervous about what would be a good use for the ammo, but as usual he didn’t question the older man.  
 
      
 
    Organizing his bag and making sure everything was safely fastened away, Len patted the shape of the wooden box through the fabric. It was right in the middle of the bag, safe from harm but close enough so Len could always reach it. He’d opened it up the day before to check all the contents were still as they should be, each item causing his heart to beat a little faster.  
 
      
 
    When Len was happy—and Harrison had approved of his packing—they both ate a quick breakfast and filled up their canteens from the ample supply of water hidden in the bunker. Climbing out from the underground sanctuary Len wondered if he would ever see the place again. It had been a saving grace to him and ultimately had allowed him to begin the long journey to his son.  
 
      
 
    With the bow and quiver of arrows fastened to his back alongside the bag, Len cast one last look down the street toward the rubble of his home while Harrison did the same to his own.  
 
      
 
    While many memories of Amy and his son remained there, the thought of seeing them in the flesh again was far more important than what he had to leave behind. Len knew the journey would be long, desperate and probably dangerous but he was ready for whatever challenges approached him. He was a father on a mission and nothing was going to stop him from seeing his son again.  
 
      
 
    Nothing.  
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