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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The world was minutes away from having its ass kicked. The planet’s most successful and dangerous species was set to eradicate everything, and they were helpless to do anything about it. When ten to twenty thousand nuclear weapons are primed to use on any given day for more than half a century, it’s only a matter of when it will happen, and which crazy fucker presses the first button. 
 
    Jacob Heez hadn’t grown up during the Cold War. He was still a dozen or so years from being born around the time Reagan was demanding Gorbachev to tear down The Wall, and the Soviet Union was collapsing like a house of cards. Jake remembered the stories his father had told him of how it had been when he was a little boy growing up into a young man during the late seventies and early eighties. He told Jake of the recurring dreams, of bombs dropping in the wheat fields, and the billowing mushroom clouds that rose into the grey skies of his teenage nightmares. Dwayne Heez would wake in a cold sweat and cry, terrified that one of those times he wouldn’t wake up—that the nightmare would have become a waking reality. Jake’s father told him these stories because he believed those days were long gone, and he wanted to instill in his son a sense of what the world was like in its most frightening times. 
 
    But Jake’s old man had gotten it wrong. He forgot to account for the fact that history had a tendency to repeat itself. The Cold War blew back in with a vengeance. It was no longer simply cold; it was frozen, and there was no chance of a thaw. Jake’s twenty-first century Cold War era had become an Ice Age of old paranoia and new mistrust. There were fresh players—North Korea, Iran, Pakistan, and India to name just a dangerous few. Some of these countries had gone to war, and there had been limited nuclear exchanges between the more radical governments. The world had managed to hold on. People continued going to work and going to war. Their relentless pursuit of over-populating the globe and killing their neighbors continued.  
 
    Jake was a farmer, like his father before him. He wasn’t all that involved with the world around him. He was more concerned about the five thousand acres of that world he owned. But his father had taught him to keep an eye on current events. Those old talks of how things were had stuck with Jake. He watched the news, and though there was little new about it, he remained aware. 
 
    Earlier that morning, Jake had listened to the news on the television while he ate his breakfast and prepared for ten or twelve hours of back-breaking fence repair. Most of it went unheard. It was the same thing day in and night out. People thousands of miles away were threatening to obliterate each other, and after listening to that same bullshit his entire adult life, Jake had developed a way to block most of it out, as he was certain almost everyone else did.  
 
    Perhaps that’s the problem, he thought, as another six-foot long pole was pounded into the ground with his sledgehammer. Maybe we have to stop blocking so much out and start doing something about it. He removed his work gloves and wiped the sweat away from his forehead with one of them.  
 
    What kind of lesson am I teaching Nicholas by ignoring the problem? He looked north, in the direction of the Heez farm house over three miles away, where his five-year old son was undoubtedly now out of bed and running about in. Mandy would be awake now as well, chasing after him and trying to settle him down long enough to eat a bowl of cereal. He would be asking where his dad was, of course. Mandy would be explaining that Daddy has work to do, and that if he was a good boy, he would see him again in a few short hours for lunch. 
 
    Jake grinned, imagining the exchange. He inhaled the crisp morning air deeply and looked up at the sky. One word kept coming back to him from the news. Imminent. It had been plastered in big red letters on the bottom of the television screen. The media loved using words like that: Devastating. Looming. Tragic. Desperate… Imminent. The more frightening the headline, the more apt viewers were to sit up and take notice. They scared the shit out of people and kept their ratings up. The smile dropped as his thoughts darkened once again. What kind of world have we brought him into? All was blue and clear above but looks were deceiving. It was a dangerous, scary world to raise a kid in. It’s what his father had told Jake’s mother years before, and what Dwayne’s father had likely thought decades earlier during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Same worries, same shit, from one generation to the next. There had never been a good time to raise a kid into this world, and there never would be.  
 
    Jake replaced another worn post with a new one and put his tools in the back of his pickup. He jumped into the cab and headed south where another quarter mile away a dozen or so more rotted posts waited. He would head home after that and have an early lunch. The wiring could wait. Jake wanted to see his son. Maybe he would bring the boy back out with him in the afternoon. They could spend a few hours together and talk.  
 
    Jake saw a jet contrail through the windshield. He slowed the truck to a crawl and peered up at the cloudless sky. He spotted a second one off to the left. There wasn’t much unusual about jet trails in the sky, dozens of planes travelled overhead above the Canadian prairies. They flew east to west and west to east twenty-four hours a day, picking up and depositing people all over the country from Vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton, Winnipeg, and the bigger cities out east.  
 
    These white streams were different. They were running north to south, or south to north, Jake wasn’t sure which. Another trail appeared off through the right edge of the windshield. North to south, he thought, with a sickening lurch in his stomach. This third trail was much lower than the others, and Jake was almost certain he could see a bright orange spot at the head of it. The orange spot vanished over the horizon and a fourth and fifth trail suddenly appeared higher above. 
 
    This isn’t happening. This can’t be fucking happening. 
 
    He brought the pickup to a halt and staggered out, not bothering to put it in park. The truck rolled on for a few more feet, but Jake no longer cared. His eyes were jumping from contrail to contrail. They were appearing magically overhead, streaking across the sky, back and forth, north to south, south to north, as if an invisible child’s hand were painting lines of grey and white on an immense blue canvas. 
 
    I need to see Mandy… I want to be with my son. 
 
    Jake’s needs and wants would go unfulfilled. He couldn’t operate his legs, both arms hung limp at his sides. All he could do was watch as the missiles continued their terrible arcs in the sky. There was a deep rumble growing from somewhere behind him, he could feel the soil beneath his feet begin to shake. One of the awful trails appeared directly above him, pushing ahead of it a blazing yellow point of light as bright as the sun. The light was moving incredibly fast towards the southeast. 
 
    Jake tried to comprehend what city was close enough to obliterate from the weapon’s low trajectory. This is Canadian farm land. There’s nothing here for miles worth destroying. Winnipeg was almost two hundred miles away to the east. This thing was headed almost straight south. It would reach its target in the next few moments. The only other center of notable population was Brandon, a town with less than one-hundred residents. Why would they want to wipe out Brandon? 
 
    Perhaps the missile was intended for Minot, North Dakota. Jake remembered his father telling him about the US missile silos located there. Maybe that’s where this thing was headed—to atomize the American weapons before they could even clear their hidden bunkers. It was going to run short of its intended target—much shorter.  
 
    I want to hold Nicholas. I want to kiss my wife. 
 
    The reasoning of where the missiles were heading, and why—this yearning to be with family—took place in his mind for less than a second. By the time he’d finished thinking how much he wanted to feel Mandy’s warm skin against his lips, the blinding missile light winked out of sight over a distant ridge of trees five miles away. A few seconds later, the blue sky with its growing number of puffy grey contrails, was consumed in white.  
 
    Jake raised his hands instinctively to his eyes. The light was like knives, burrowing between his fingers, slicing through his eyelids. He turned away from it and collapsed to his knees. Jake was enveloped in white and almost complete silence. Moments later the truck’s engine sputtered to a halt.  
 
    No. I want to see them… I want—I’m only twenty-four and I don’t want to die. 
 
    He was on his feet again, or at least he thought he was, lurching forward to where he believed home was. He fell from the small hard trail he’d driven the pickup down and rolled into a ditch. He continued to roll and ended up in water. Jake tried to picture where he was as he gasped for air. His head went under. Ice cold. Sitting water. I’m at the southeast end of the farm. I’m in a low slough of sitting water. Winter snow melted and collected here less than two months ago. So cold. 
 
    Jake flailed about in the bottom of it, his hands clawed at the mud, and his knees and boots became mired in it. Like quicksand. Can’t work myself free. He needed to breathe, he needed to get his head out of the water and provide his lungs with fresh air. The water and mud he was trapped in was about to save his life. 
 
    Another rumble, this one much louder, rippled around and over top of him. Jake no longer felt so cold. His body was going into shock—or the water was warming up. A sound like a million stampeding elephants being slaughtered by a million screaming monkeys roared somewhere above. The water was becoming hot, boiling hot. With his last bit of remaining strength Jake pushed his body up. 
 
    The water and mud in his hair dried away almost instantly. The soaking fabric of his jacket and shirt steamed into his skin, and Jake fell forward. He pressed his burning face into the ground and sucked air between his teeth that scalded the inside of his mouth and the back of his throat.  
 
    Dad saw it happen. He saw this in his dreams over thirty years ago. Did he feel the pain? 
 
    The rumbling lessened. The charging elephants and screaming monkeys moved on. Jake took another small breath, a gulp of hot air. It didn’t hurt as much. He inhaled slowly through his nostrils and smelled the end of the world; charred vegetation, boiled water, and something else. The air was different. It was something else now… something foreign and unpleasant. It smelled dead. 
 
    Jake lay there for another minute, his body and brain adjusting to this new, horrible reality. His body ached. He looked at the fingers of his left hand placed palm down in the cooked mud his cheek was adhered to. He wiggled them and wondered why they looked so fat and pink.  
 
    They’ve been burned. They hurt like hell, but they’re still working. 
 
    He pulled the fingers towards his face and felt his cheek. It was numb to the touch and rough feeling. Not good. He reached for the top of his skull and felt more dappled flesh. My hair’s gone. It’s all gone. 
 
    All gone. All of it. The field, the slough at his feet boiled away. The farm. 
 
    Mandy and Nicholas. 
 
    A fresh wave of panic flooded through him and Jake tried rising to his hands and knees. His cheek peeled away from the ground and he vomited violently. After a few more dry hacking heaves Jake was standing. He swayed back and forth taking in the devastation all around. There was no more color. Everything and everywhere was grey. The slough he’d fallen into was a basin of steaming, baked mud that wouldn’t have looked out of place in the bottom of Death Valley. The sky above was grey. Most of the missile contrails had puffed away in the shockwave, but a few billowing streaks remained—or they had just appeared. They’re still sending them, he realized. They’re firing more and more and more. 
 
    He climbed up out of the ditch and stood on what was a road only minutes ago. Jake’s truck was nowhere to be seen. It was gone with everything else… the trees, the fields, and the fence posts. Gone in a puff. All that remained was Jake and the towering monster before him. 
 
    He had seen pictures of mushroom clouds in books and on television. Jake had watched documentaries and movies depicting the power and terror of thermonuclear detonations. But nothing quite compares to the real thing. It filled the entirety of the south, rising into the cold upper atmosphere, seemingly intent to eat up the sun and stars somewhere beyond. 
 
    There was color left in the world. The blue had been snuffed out and replaced with awe-inspiring orange and brown. Jake had missed most of it, but there was still enough left to haunt his dreams for the rest of his life—a much shorter life than he’d been led to believe. It would be the final spectacular display of mankind’s power anyone would ever see again. This was the last big bang of human civilization. He didn’t want it to end. He reached out with swollen fingers, grasping at the dying light near its center.  
 
    Jake began to cry and the tears stung at the raw flesh of his cheeks. “No.” 
 
    The orange faded away and the immense rising brown column was slowly enveloped in the grey and black above.  
 
    Jake knew the human race had been living on borrowed time. Mankind had spent the last century industrializing, overpopulating, and polluting. But a part of him had hoped something more natural would play the final hand; a super-volcano, an asteroid from space, the magnetic poles reversing, a new goddamned Age of Ice that would’ve frozen civilization in its tracks under a thousand feet of glacier. It wasn’t as if Jake wanted the world to die, but it would’ve been fitting for Mother Nature to have the last word. 
 
    Imminent.  
 
    For once the news media had it right. They had warned Jake, and he hadn’t paid attention. He started the long walk back to the farm house—where the farm house had been—certain there would be nothing left. He should’ve stayed home. He should’ve woken his wife and son from their slumbers at 6 a.m. and enjoyed those last few hours with them. He should’ve paid attention. He should’ve known. 
 
    Jake had no idea how long it had taken to trudge the two mile distance from his life-saving water hole back to the farm yard he once called home. The mid-afternoon sky was blanketed over with nasty fallout. The stinking air swirled about Jake, buffeting him in cold and warm blasts. Most of the clothes on his body had been burned away, and the skin underneath had grown numb. Perhaps his mind was blocking out most of the pain, helping him cope with the physical agony and mental anguish. He didn’t know which, and he didn’t care all that much. The landscape had been transformed so drastically that Jake wasn’t even sure he was going the right way. He saw the remains of his house a few minutes later—a little further off to the left than he’d guessed.  
 
    A bit of it was still standing, a few charred two-by-fours and slabs of cement foundation transformed from grey to black. There had been a shelterbelt of poplar and spruce trees surrounding the yard. They were all gone—like Jake’s truck, blown off and scattered in the wind. 
 
    Maybe they had time to make it down into the cellar.  
 
    Jake tried running but could only manage something less than a jog. It was killing him to breathe, and his throat was swelling up. Everything felt so dry. He needed water. He needed to find his family even more. 
 
    He didn’t call their names. Jake was too afraid of the silence that would answer. He picked his way through the ruin, and there wasn’t much picking to do. The house had been incinerated, and even the main flooring where the living room, kitchen, dining room, and three bedrooms once sat was gone. All that remained was a gaping hole into the cellar, and all that was down there was a swirling pile of ash.  
 
    Jake staggered away from the destruction. He covered his burnt lips with his fat, blistering fingers and tried not to retch. Gone. They’re gone. They never had a chance. 
 
    The barn was gone, and all the livestock within as well. The only other thing sitting in his yard to prove a farm had been there was his old John Deere tractor. It had blown over onto its side, the thick rubber tires blasted away, and the trademark greens and yellows were now solid black. All the junk that had been accumulated by three generations of Heez farmers had been picked up and moved away in an instant.  
 
    Jake called their names now. He stumbled about in a daze, kicking up ashes and dust, and screamed until there was nothing left but screeching rasps. With nowhere to go, and no one to find, Jake settled into a fetal position up against the overturned tractor and wept himself to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    When he woke up, Jake thought he’d gone blind. He couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. All was in complete blackness. I’m dead. The world ended and I died. The exposed rim of the tractor wheel dug into his side and Jake knew he wasn’t dead. He was still lying in the dirt of his farm yard, and day had obviously slipped into night. If the nights were going to be this dark, he wished he could just go back to sleep and never wake up. What if the darkness was permanent? How would it be if this all-encompassing blackness became a constant as the sun rose and fell each and every godforsaken day?  
 
    Jake fought off a fresh surge of panic. There had been a thermonuclear exchange, and it had been massive. There was all kinds of shit in the upper atmosphere blocking the moon and the stars from view. It would settle eventually—days, months, years—Jake had no idea how long it would take, but he was certain things beyond those black clouds were still out there. He would see the sun rise again. 
 
    With the panic attack averted, Jake started to worry about his next—and more immediate—problem. He needed water, and he needed it fast. How long had it been since he’d last drank anything?  Morning… I had a glass of water first thing when I woke up at 6 a.m.. Coffee too, just after that. Jake felt fairly certain he hadn’t slept more than twelve hours against the tractor. That meant he hadn’t had anything to drink for a maximum time of fifteen hours, maybe sixteen. It felt more like sixteen days. I should’ve gulped down that slough water when I fell in. Should’ve slurped that fucker dry before the nuke boiled it away. 
 
    The house was no more. He couldn’t pour himself a glass of water from the kitchen sink. There was no bathtub faucet in the washroom to quench his thirst from. Jake couldn’t even drink out of the toilet. Think, Jake… Where does the water come from?  
 
    The well. 
 
    The underground water supply was located less than fifty feet east of where the house once stood. Jake no longer knew where east was, and even if he did manage to crawl off into the complete darkness and stumble across it, there was no way of accessing the precious fluid from deep within—not in his present burnt and weakened condition. Even if he somehow managed to remove the hundred pound concrete cover, Jake had no means of getting to the two-thousand gallon reservoir tank below. Any ropes that may have been lying around the yard or sitting coiled up inside the house or barns had undoubtedly been fried into nothingness. There were no spools of wire to secure a pail, or piles of chain to— 
 
    Chain. 
 
    Jake had last used the tractor he was leaning against to pull his truck from a snowbank. That had been over four months ago, halfway through February after a heavy snowstorm. He had used the tractor to pull it free, and he had secured the truck bumper by a forty foot length of chain. Mandy steered the truck while Jake drove the tractor. He parked the tractor and had gone to remove the chain from the hitch but decided against it in the end. Why? I had forgotten my gloves on the ground after securing the chain to the truck bumper. It was cold, and my fingers were wet and freezing. I couldn’t be bothered. 
 
    Jake crawled around the tractor, feeling his way along the dry earth. His fingers found the metal frame at the back and finally settled on the rough circular hitching hole. Jake felt around it and discovered a heavy metal hook attached. He made a weak whooping sound as his hands wrapped around metal links. It was still there. The chain was still attached to the tractor, bundled up in a lazy pile like a cold, dead snake.  
 
    Jake let it drop into the dirt and started climbing his way up the back of the tractor. The chain would only be of use if he could find some kind of water container to attach it to. There had to be something in the tractor cab—a discarded water bottle, an empty coffee cup—anything he could lower down into the well to hold water. The cab’s glass windows had been blown away, so Jake didn’t have to struggle looking for door handles in the dark. It was disorienting crawling in sideways over the seat. The vinyl seat covering was gone and Jake’s fingers got caught in the metal springs. He rested one knee on the seat frame and tried balancing his other foot on a gear shifter in an attempt to extricate his hand. The hand came free and Jake toppled over, unable to find anything else in the dark to grab onto. His back slammed into the door now resting against the ground and the fingers that had been caught in the seat springs settled on a curved surface near the foot clutch. 
 
    What’s this? He ignored the pain flaring up in his lower back. He knew full well what he’d found, and it was a hell of a lot better than an empty water bottle or discarded coffee cup. It was a paint can, complete with wire handle. It had been sitting in the corner of the cab for years, collecting smaller mechanical parts and junk—dead spark plugs, screws, bolts, and a hundred other little pieces of farm life—that Jake had fully intended to someday throw out. Today was the day, he figured, turning the pail upside down and giddily letting the accumulation spill over his gut and down into the door frame. It was an odd, surreal feeling; clutching the now empty can against his chest as if it were the most valuable item left in the world, when only hours before it had no meaning in his life whatsoever. 
 
    But it was the most precious thing to him at this very moment. It might very well help extend his miserable life. Jake climbed out and jumped to the ground. He found the back of the tractor once again, unhooked the chain, and started coiling it loosely around his shoulders. He stopped after the third loop, the metal already hanging from his body felt impossibly heavy. There was over a hundred pounds more to go. He would never be able to carry that much weight in his condition. He would have to drag it. 
 
    Drag it where? He couldn’t see his hand in front of his face, how was he expected to find a concrete well-cover fifty feet from where his house once was? Jake took a few deep wheezing breaths and fought the claustrophobic dread away. Use your head. Rationalize. 
 
    He was next to the tractor. The tractor had been parked approximately a hundred yards north of the house. Think, Jake, which way was the tractor parked… which direction? It had been punched over onto its side from the shockwave. The nuclear blast had come from the south. That meant the tractor had either been facing west or east. West... I parked it facing west beside the empty gas tanks bordering the northern shelter belt of trees. I always parked it there. 
 
    Jake wrapped one end of the chain around his wrist a couple of times and clutched onto the pail handle with his free hand. He leaned against the tractor and moved slowly to his right, rubbing his rear end against the blasted metal until he was certain he was facing south. He made a forty-five degree turn to the left and started walking out. The well would be somewhere out in that south-easterly direction. Fifty feet from the house, three-hundred feet from the tractor.  
 
    Or somewhere thereabouts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jake weaved his way back and forth, heading south, and then coming back to the north. He was lost before he had even set out, but the disorientation and numbing confusion became much worse. The tractor was now lost to him forever. All that remained was the sound of his boots dragging in the dry dirt, and the steady, mournful whistle of air in his nostrils. He’d stopped breathing through his mouth; it hurt his throat too much. If he didn’t find that well soon, he’d drop dead. 
 
    After another hour or so, Jake didn’t much care if he found the well or not. His thoughts kept returning to his lost family, to what their final moments must have been like. What had Nicholas been doing? Playing with his video console in the living room? Or had he been sitting in the front yard pushing his toy cars around in the dirt? Did he see the blast take place? Had the flash burned his little eyeballs right out of his beautiful little head? Had Mandy been with him?  
 
    Had it ended quickly, or did they suffer? 
 
    The arm dragging the chain had gone dead. Jake’s fat fingers were tingling from the pressure of the links wrapped around his wrist. He imagined his arm had probably stretched out, and if he dragged the chain along any further, his knuckles would rub against the ground. 
 
    Jake gave up and fell to his knees. Fuck it. Not worth the effort… It’s all over. 
 
    He rolled over onto his back and stretched out. His foot hit something. Jake squirmed his dying body towards it more out of curiosity than caring. He felt the cold, pitted surface and thought it was a big, flat stone. The edge was rough but gave way to a curved regularity after a few more inches. Jake was back on his knees feeling the flat surface. It was the concrete well cover, or a good chunk of it, blown clear off the top and resting in the dirt. He reached out, feeling at the air, hoping to find the foot-high platform the cover had rested on. Jake found it a few moments later. The other half was still firmly in place with more than enough room open to pass the paint tin through. The shockwave had been incredibly powerful; strong enough to rip the three-inch thick concrete cover in two. 
 
    Jake found a few more chunks of smaller concrete and tossed them into the tin for weight. He wrapped one end of the chain around the handle and slowly started to lower his container. He could hear it bonking dully off the inner side of the well shaft. He slowed down even more, fearful the wire handle might detach from one side of the tin. I’ll dive into the water if that happens. If the fall doesn’t kill me, drowning will do the job. One way or another, Jake was going to drink his fill. 
 
    The links squirmed through his fingers one after another. Jake was beginning to think he might run out of chain before finding water, or worse yet, the well’s contents had been boiled dry like the slough that had narrowly saved Jake’s life. It has to be there by now… the reservoir can’t be that far down. He allowed the rest of the chain to slip between his hands. He was too thirsty and exhausted to try a second time. Jake started pulling the chain back up, and two agonizing minutes later his efforts paid off. The water was lukewarm and the first few swallows hurt like hell. It felt as if knives were piercing the back of his throat, and a sock filled with gravel was punching through his chest. The taste was magnificent.  
 
    Jake drank a quarter of the pail down and belched loudly. He vomited a few moments later and decided to rest before drinking anymore. Slow down, Jake, it isn’t a race. He scooped some out onto his hands and splashed it into his face. It hurt almost as much on the outside as it did going down inside him. Even in the dark, Jake knew his skin was a mess. The water leaked into open sores and cracks feeling like acid. He washed himself some more and the pain lessened. Jake drank what was left sloshing around in the bottom and started lowering the paint can down into the well for a second helping. He continued drinking and bathing and vomiting until he was too bloated and too tired to lower the pail again. Jake nodded off, sitting in a puddle of mud, grateful to be alive and terrified of living another day longer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The complete blackness had lifted. Night had given way to morning, or the heavy clouds of shit had finally started to clear. It was grey again, and even that dreary state was a welcome sight. Big flakes of white were falling all around Jake. They had settled on his shoulders and in his lap as he’d slept against the well. Snow in late April wasn’t all that unusual in this part of the world. Jake had seen some truly violent blizzards in spring with substantial accumulations of snow. But this was late May, and this wasn’t snow.  
 
    He brushed the deadfall from his arms and shook it free from the top of his bald head. It was like fragments of burnt newspaper, or thinner yet, like charred toilet paper crisped to a dull grey. The first snowfall of a new season. Jake retrieved one more pail of water and set away from his farm. He headed north—or his best guess at north according to where the greater part of the well cover had blasted free—away from the closest detonation point and towards the zone where the shockwave would have eventually petered out. If Mandy and Nicholas had survived, they would’ve likely gone that direction as well. 
 
    They’re dead. Give up on that. Be thankful it ended quickly for them. Go north and find survivors. Find someone to help you with your burns… Find someone to talk to. 
 
    Jake couldn’t see the sun, but he could see enough around him to know it was still somewhere up there. It was brightest directly above and behind him. High noon. He kept that dull smudge in mind as he made his way. He would eventually make it to Big Bear Valley; even if he strayed off a little to the east or to the west. The Little Saskatchewan River would be at the bottom of that valley, and if the shockwave had lost enough of its force, Jake figured he could re-fill his paint can. The Little Saskatchewan ran into Cooper’s Lake another twenty miles to the west. There would definitely be water there. Unless a nuke was dropped directly into the center of that big lake, Jake felt confident he could sustain himself for weeks. They didn’t call it the Land of a 100,000 Lakes for nothing. 
 
    Jake stumbled into the river a day later without even realizing he’d found Big Bear Valley. The land had become so featureless that distances and even dimensions were hard to judge. The forests and roads, the fields and hills—everything Jake had grown up within, and presumed would be there long after he was gone—were no more.  The river was filthy, but he drank from it anyway. He had no matches or material to start a fire to boil the water clean. Jake could handle the stomach cramps, the vomiting, and violent diarrhoea of drinking tainted water. If that didn’t kill him, the radiation sickness eventually would. He was living his last days, and he would drink and eat whatever the hell he came across. 
 
    Jake walked into the stream up to his crotch and washed the ashes from his arms and neck. He bent over and stuck his head in, allowing the current to clean his sore, blistering scalp. It was almost enough to make him feel like a human being again. He scooped some of the water into his hands and drank. His stomach rumbled, and Jake remembered what it was like to eat. I can only survive on dirty water for a week, maybe two. I need to find food. 
 
    A coyote wailed off in the distance. It was the first sound of life Jake had heard since the bombs hit. Up until a short while ago he had hoped to find his wife and son, to hear them calling his name, lost and searching like he was. Jake had given up on that fantasy and settled for the wish of hearing anyone. 
 
    The coyote continued to yelp. It was joined by a half dozen more. They’re yipping surrounded him, insistent and frantic. Jake wasn’t the only thing left living that needed to eat. They’re just coyotes. You’ve heard them your whole life. Mangy prairie dogs… nothing more. They would never attack a full-grown man. But Jake wasn’t entirely sure anymore what a coyote would or wouldn’t attack, especially in big, starving numbers. He had heard reports in the last few years of coyotes attacking women and children. An eighteen-year old girl was killed by a pack of three somewhere up north while jogging down a back road just the autumn before. Mandy had stopped jogging along the lane after hearing that story. She had even insisted Jake start carrying his rifle in the truck when he was working out in the fields. He remembered her words. You can never be too safe. How would you feel if something happened to Nicholas? The less of those damned things wandering around, the better. 
 
    Jake walked out from the river, trying to make the least amount of noisy splashing as possible. Don’t be silly. You’re a full grown man. They’re fucking coyotes. But he was a full grown man that hadn’t eaten in days. He was burned, irradiated, and weak. A pack of starving coyotes wouldn’t have much of a struggle bringing him down. Jake moved softly along the river bank, his eyes attempting to pierce the grey, dry mist all around. He strained his ears, commanding his sense of hearing to pick up the sound of approaching paws in the dirt. The further along he went, the more hopeful Jake became. Maybe he would come across one of the bastards all on its own. How hard would it be to kill a solitary coyote with his bare hands? Easy-peasy. I’ll snap its neck and eat the whole goddamn thing down… meat, bones, and fur. 
 
    The coyotes had gone silent. Jake crept along, tip-toeing through the mud, his arms extended out in front, his fingers set like claws. He wasn’t going to be lucky enough to stumble along a single coyote, he knew that. Animals survived in packs for a reason. They’d been doing it for thousands of years before mankind arrived on the scene. Civilization was through, and Jake’s luck—if you could call his managing to live through the obliteration of his species luck—was about to run out. Jake pictured them getting closer, surrounding him in a circle and gathering courage. It would come any moment. I hope they make it quick. I hope one of them goes for my throat. 
 
    A black smudge appeared in front of him. It was getting bigger, coming towards him. Jake realized a few seconds later the thing wasn’t moving. Jake was still walking, creeping along on legs too stubborn to stop.  
 
    The black smudge started to take form. The size was about right for a coyote, but something was definitely wrong. It’s standing on its hind legs… what kind of prairie dog stands on its hind fucking legs? 
 
    “Daddy?” 
 
    The form burst forward and slammed into Jake. Small arms wrapped around his legs almost knocking him from his feet. Jake’s fingers were still clutching at the air three feet in front of him. He lowered his hands and felt the small boy’s dusty hair. Nicholas looked up at him and smiled. Tears were streaming down his cheeks, leaving trails of wet black. Jake collapsed to his knees and stared into his son’s face. It was dirty and streaked with mud and ash. Jake kissed his forehead and held him out at arm’s length. He was in far better shape than his father. His skin hadn’t been fried, and the clothes he wore were relatively clean and unburned. But they weren’t his son’s clothes. They were a couple of sizes too big and completely unfamiliar to Jake. Where had the boy been, and how did he get this far from home on his own? 
 
    Jake hugged him and started to cry. “How?” he rasped. “How did you get here?” 
 
    Cold metal touched the back of Jake’s neck before Nicholas could answer. Jake heard the distinctive click of a rifle being cocked. 
 
    “Get your hands off of him,” a voice commanded. “Get your hands off my boy.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    She had waited under her desk for the destruction to end. When the office she had been working in flipped over onto its side, Angela had shifted with it, settling up against the desk’s underside which had come to rest against a wall. A ton of rubble pressed up at her feet, leaving the smallest cube of stale air for her to breathe in. Forty-eight hours earlier the rubble had meaning. It hadn’t been rubble back then; it had been walls, chairs, printers, filing cabinets, and boxes containing stacks of paper neatly separated and ordered into white folders.  
 
    Order was no more. The offices of Bonn Accounting had been pancaked together like an accordion’s bellows being compressed. The three-story building Angela had worked in for the last twenty-seven years had fallen over and been squished sideways into the remains of another office building immediately north. Angela Bennet worked on the bottom floor. Had she been trapped any higher, she would now be dead. If the lot south of Bonn Accounting hadn’t been empty and waiting for construction to begin on a new sushi restaurant, Angela was quite convinced she would be just more of the rubble… squished flat and compacted like everything and everyone around her. 
 
    She couldn’t remember the blast taking place. Most of her co-workers had been gathered round the television in the break room watching the news unfold. A few more had stood at the big window in the main lobby and seen the missile trails streak across the sky. All Angela could recall was Trish Saquet’s final high-pitched words. Jesus that hurts. Angela hadn’t seen what Trish was screaming about. She had already taken cover under her desk by that time. She had curled up into a ball, her knees pressed into her cheeks, and she was whispering goodbye to her sorry ass. 
 
    She had woken up a few hours later in a cramped, black hole, choking on dust. There was the faintest point of grey light peeking through the debris by her left foot. A piece of drywall had jammed uncomfortably up between her legs, and the top of her head was stuck at an awkward angle in one of the desk’s inner corners. Angela had removed the drywall slab and positioned herself in the tiny area with her face next to the patch of grey light, allowing her just enough room to breathe. She had fished around in the shattered picture frames, shards of glass, fragments of plastic, and endless dust, eventually finding two of the three water bottles she had stashed beneath the desk with her. She had sipped one of them slowly, listened to the rubble settle, and tried to plan a way out of her predicament. Angela had heard someone crying, a woman, she thought. She’d tried putting a face to the sound, but couldn’t. The woman wasn’t speaking; she hadn’t been calling out to anyone, or telling them where she was. She had just wailed her mournful, weak noises, and Angela had sipped away at her water, wandering who it might be. Maybe Trish—Trish the Dish is what the guys in the office called her. Trish the Dish with the big, fake tits.  
 
    Jesus, that hurts. What had hurt so much to force Trish to take the Lord’s name in vain? Angela didn’t like it when people did that. She had finished her first bottle of water and decided do something. She had to get out of her little hole and help whoever that was crying. Even foul-mouthed tramps didn’t deserve to suffer. Angela had started to pick at that little trickle of light with her fingers and stopped. I only have one bottle of water left. I need to save it, I can’t share.  
 
    But it was more than just the struggle between helping another human being and self-preservation. Angela was terrified. She had lived through the worst of it and felt content to stay in her little black space a while longer. Once she worked her way out, Angela would have to deal with what was left. She wasn’t ready for that. Not yet, maybe never. She had rested her face next to the opening, closed her eyes, and listened to the agonized cries of her co-worker grow fainter.  
 
    I’ll make my way out. I’ll go to her and help… soon. 
 
    The bomb had smashed into Winnipeg forty-eight hours ago bringing the end to a half million lives. Angela had woken from beneath her desk twelve hours later and listened to her co-worker die. She had gulped down the second bottle of water, swallowing her guilt and self-loathing along the way. Now it was time to do something. Angela had to face her new world. 
 
    Digging her way out from under the desk turned out to be a lot harder than she thought it would be. She was weak and hungry, and the debris fought back, stabbing into finger tips and slashing at her arms. The worst injuries Angela had ever received in her office environment up to this point were paper cuts. The conglomeration of furniture and files she had worked in all of her adult life had turned deadly.  
 
    Angela was stunned when she finally managed to crawl free and stand to her feet. She was outside, and the city was on fire. Walls of flame reached up and reflected muddy yellow light off a roiling blanket of black above. The smoke from the burning buildings had nowhere to go, trapped low beneath an endless cloud of fallout pressing back down on the earth that had spawned it. She went to the corner of the street—where the corner had been—and searched the horizon east for her home. The fifteen story building was gone; or at least the top half was. The single bedroom apartment on the twelfth floor she’d lived in for the last six months no longer existed. She had lived alone and hadn’t made many friends there—she didn’t even own a cat for company—but Angela would miss the place for its close proximity to work. She loved no longer having to wait for buses or call a cab on the mornings she was running late. Angela could walk to work and be there in less than five minutes. 
 
    There’s no more work to go to, she reminded herself. No more buses to take and cabs to call. Even the street corner she was standing on was gone; the concrete torn up and pulverized into dust. All that remained as proof a busy intersection once existed on the corner of Smith and Delgardo was the mass of a twisted traffic light pole at Angela’s feet.  
 
    Dear Lord… where am I supposed to go? 
 
    A familiar voice spoke inside her head. This is what damnation looks like, girl… the end of the flipping world. It was Angela’s step-father. He spoke to her almost every day; his booming tone as loud in her mind as it ever was when he was living. How’s a useless thing like you going to survive in a place like this?  
 
    Angela chewed at her bottom lip—a nervous habit she’d picked up at the age of fourteen, shortly after Dan Bennet had married her mother—and answered softly into the wind. “I’m afraid, Dad, but I’m not useless. I’ll find a way… I’ll find others to help me.” She still called him Dad, even though the brute was no longer around to smack her into saying it.  
 
    I’ll find others, he responded mockingly. Why doesn’t that surprise me? You’ve been relying on others your whole life… why stop now? 
 
    Hot wind whipped through Angela’s short, grey hair. It buffeted her body, almost sending her to her knees. She made a feeble squeaking sound and started crawling through the rubble of her work place. She couldn’t face this alone, and she certainly didn’t want to face it alone with only her dear old step-father’s advice to carry her along. Angela had to find someone she knew to help her through. She called their names, and no one answered. 
 
    It was Trish. She cried in agony, and I listened to her die.  
 
    Maybe Trish wasn’t dead. Perhaps there were more survivors like Angela, trapped under their desks or balled up into washrooms and closets. It would be almost impossible to hear their screams in the thunderous roar of flames surrounding her. It had been a miracle Angela had heard those faint cries in the first place. She started pulling the wreckage away. After ten agonizing minutes she gave up. The heat had grown unbearable, the task lying in front of her beyond impossible. There was nothing substantive enough left—besides the miserable space beneath her overturned desk—to take cover in. Bonn’s Accounting was a pile of ruin. Whoever it was Angela had heard crying was thankfully gone. She didn’t have the strength or time to find anyone else.  
 
    Giving up already? Lazy girl. Let those before you suffer for your sins. Lazy, cowardly girl. I wish I’d had more time with you… maybe I could’ve knocked some morals into you. 
 
    Something big started to groan behind her. Angela turned and watched the remains of an old brick building come crashing down. Andy’s Delicatessen… I bought lunch there every Friday. It punched the pavement with a rumble, throwing up a cloud of smoke and dust into the even bigger clouds of smoke and dust above. Angela heard the sound of what was like a thousand firecrackers going off at once. She saw the sparks a few seconds later, a sea of orange and yellow sparkles travelling above the column of dusty smoke. A strong gust of wind caught the floating embers and drove them towards where Angela was standing. They rained about her magically, a million points of starlight, floating in the black and grey. They settled in the crumpled mess of paper, wood, and plastic at her feet and continued to smoulder brightly. The sparks rained into her hair and bit her shoulders. She danced about wildly, striking the pain away. Her desk burst into flames, and Angela ran. 
 
    There she goes… running away from doing what’s right. Run, girl! Run, you useless thing. 
 
    She staggered in the opposite direction from where Andy’s had collapsed, away from where she once worked, and towards that area of city block not already consumed in flames. It was too late for Trish. It was too late for Lisa, Michelle, Sandra, and all the other workers she occasionally went out with for drinks and called her friends. Even the ones she didn’t like; the men that laughed and called her the sexy old Jesus-freak with a nice ass behind her back. Even her boss, John Bonn—the man that once owned the flaming pile of debris at her heels—was beyond rescue. They were all beyond hope. Angela would have to find someone else to save. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    She went west, out of the business district and towards the suburban part of the city. Angela wanted to get away from the collapsing office buildings. She wanted to find the homes where people used to live. Fires were still raging around her, but they were smaller and spaced farther apart. She stepped carefully over fallen power lines, even though they looked as dead and inactive as everything else. Electricity was a thing of the past but tripping on the tangles of endless charred cables at her feet was a very real possibility.  
 
    Angela scavenged what she could from exposed basements and flattened corner stores. If she’d had money to leave for the stolen bottles of water and bags of potato chips, she would have. She had even scrounged around for a pen and paper in the smoking aftermath of a 7-Eleven to leave a note. Sorry I couldn’t pay for the melted chocolate bars and flat soft drink. I don’t have any money. I’ll pay you back when the city’s back on its feet and money means something again. That’s what she would’ve written, or something to that effect, had she managed to find a pen the ink hadn’t boiled out of, or paper that hadn’t been transformed into ash. Angela took what she could and remembered her path. She would make it up to them someday. 
 
    She went on like that for hours, searching for food and fresh water, calling weakly into the wind for other poor retches stumbling about in the ruined city. The fires continued, and the smoke blocked the stars above. Angela knew it was night-time; the dainty gold wristwatch her grandmother had given her was still working, still ticking the hours, minutes, and seconds away. It was 10 p.m. and Angela was tired. She had found enough to eat and drink since leaving Bonn Accounting, and had stored more in the pockets of her dress to last another twenty-four hours. Angela wanted to get out of the smoke. She needed to find a cool, dark place to curl up in and sleep the next ten or twelve hours away. Should’ve stayed under your desk. 
 
    She found a single story house still standing behind the rubble of a collapsed church. This will do just fine. The glass once sitting inside the window frames had blown in, but the structure of the building seemed solid enough. The front door was locked—or the latch had been damaged in the blast—so she crept in through the open living room window. It was dark and still inside, perfect for her needs. She groped forward, and her foot bumped into an overturned coffee table. She blinked her eyes a few times, adjusting her sight to the almost complete blackness, and saw the hulking form of an antique chesterfield beyond the table. She leaned forward and felt the coarse fabric covering the middle pillow with her fingertips.  Angela would’ve squealed in excitement if she wasn’t so tired. She crawled over the table and sat on one end of the couch. She closed her eyes and let her head sink back into the cushions.  
 
    Angela had lived through the end of times and was sitting on a comfortable couch in the dark. She pulled her legs up from the floor and stretched out. She could see the pile of stone and brick where the church had stood out through the open window. She shifted onto her side for a more comfortable view. Angela studied the holy black mound outside and mourned for the people that once went there to worship. They were all gone now, burned away and scattered throughout the smoke of the city. But the site where that church had been was still there. The bricks, the stones, and the crushed pews underneath were still there. Those thoughts comforted Angela as she drifted off into sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7  
 
      
 
    Something was making a high-pitched squeal in her dreams. One of those dreams was of Trish the Dish Saquet spread out on the boss’s desk letting the piggish men of Bonn Accounting have their way with her, one after the other. Angela could see Trish’s pretty face hanging off the desk’s edge, upside down, and red with exertion. Her thick red lips were stretched tightly into her cheeks, and she was squealing between her big, too-white teeth. The upside-down frown looked demonic, the woman’s black eyes bore into Angela’s soul. This is what you always wanted, but were too afraid and prudish to ask for, the eyes accused. The men high-fived each other after their turns were done, and some high-fived during the act. Trish continued staring at Angela and squealed even louder when John Bonn went last. His penis was as thick as the 1-litre plastic pop bottle Angela had stolen from the corner store, and twice the length. He leered up at his personal secretary and wagged his tongue at Angela. You’re next, darling. 
 
    The grinning accountants with their pants still bundled around their ankles; the rocking desk, Trish’s black eyes and glistening white teeth were too much for Angela to bear. But worst of all was John’s threatening expression. He was so good to me over the years. We had a professional relationship… and I loved him. She tried covering her eyes, but the horrible scene remained with her. It’s a dream, my eyes are already closed. I can’t escape this. 
 
    The self-satisfied squeal whistling between Trish’s teeth became louder. The woman’s red makeup-smeared lips and cheeks morphed into something even more terrible. The teeth sharpened, transforming into yellow fangs. The black of her eyes narrowed into vertical strips surrounded in pools of bloodshot green. Whiskers sprouted from the sides of her nose. The noise she made burrowed into Angela’s brain like pins being jammed into her ears.  
 
    Angela snapped her head forward and stared into a bleak, grey sky. A cat was howling somewhere off in the distance. It sounded as if were being roasted alive, and chances were it was. She felt her heart hammering inside her chest and forced herself to breathe easily. The cat’s screeching died off and Angela’s heart rate slowed. She was sitting up on a chesterfield in a stranger’s house. She was alone and afraid, but she was safe. 
 
    So why could she still hear that incessant squealing? ellleeeeeeeeeeellleeeeeeeee 
 
    Angela looked out through the window at the church ruins. She could make more of it out now. Night had passed and morning was doing its best to show there was still a sun rising somewhere on the eastern horizon. She saw a blackened round surface sitting on a precarious angle near the top of the collapsed church. After letting her eyes adjust through the dull layer of ground smoke, Angela finally recognized the church bell. The weak squealing continued. 
 
    elllleeeeeeeeelllleeeeeeee 
 
    Angela could see more of the small room she’d snuck into the night before. There was a small, old-styled television—the kind they used to make before flat screens attached to walls took over—sitting on an equally small end table. It was pushed up at an angle into the corner next to the blown in window. Dozens of tiny photographs in cheap gold frames hung crookedly on the walls, and a few more were littered across the brown linoleum flooring. They were old pictures, mostly black and white, of people from generations past—grandfathers and grandmothers, aunts, uncles, sons, daughters, moms and dads. It was a scattered collection of silent memories, gathered along the walls with no one left living in the home to appreciate. 
 
    Elllllleeeeeeee… Elllllleeeeeeeeeeee. 
 
    The sound was in the room with her. Angela’s head turned slowly, towards the far end of the ancient chesterfield where her dirty shoes had streaked the burgundy-colored cushions filthy grey. There was an armchair in the corner, directly across from the television. Something black was seated in it, something fried into the upholstery. Angela jumped back, curling her legs up away from the thing. At first, she thought it was a pile of garbage bags, stuffed full with bits of refuse sticking through the melted walls of plastic. It moved, and Angela screamed. 
 
    The thing in the chair was still squealing when Angela had finished. ELLLLEEEE… ELLLEEEEEEEEEEE… ELLLLLLLEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE. It was a person, and he or she was stuck there. Angela watched its fingers wiggle grotesquely on the arms of the chair. There was a long white knitting needle stuck between the swollen knuckles of her right hand. Its arms and shoulders squirmed in a hopeless attempt to free itself, and it squealed louder. Angela crawled across the chesterfield for a better look. She could tell it was a woman—had been a woman—from the blackened remains of her dress just below the knees, and the melted pantyhose fused into the skin on her legs. She had taken the brunt of the shockwave; shards of window glass were sticking out from every part of her. Blood had leaked from a hundred entry points over her burned flesh and dried.  
 
    Angela knelt in front of her and whispered. “What… what are you trying say?” 
 
    The woman’s eyes were gone, melted clean out of her skull. All that remained in the left socket was a three-inch piece of glass. She tried wagging her head in an attempt to speak through her charred lips but could only manage her pathetic mewling. “Ellleee…. Ellleee… Ellleeeee.” 
 
    Help me. 
 
    How could Angela help the poor soul? She was melted into an armchair. “Can I… would you like a glass of water?” It was the stupidest thing to ask, but Angela had no other idea how to assist the dying woman. The burned skull wagged its head again, side to side, and then up and down. 
 
    “Aaawwwwerrrrr.” 
 
    Water. 
 
    Angela stood up and went to pat the woman’s arm. She changed her mind, imagining the simple gesture likely to cause even more unimaginable agony. And she didn’t want to touch her. She held her hands up at the woman instead in a ridiculous motion that said stay right where you are, I’ll be right back. Angela backed away from the chair and went to find the kitchen.  
 
    The glass in the window frame had been blown in to that room as well. The drapes had burned away but the flames hadn’t taken anything else. It would’ve been a mercy if the house burned to the ground. It would’ve saved her from hours of suffering. A small round table was sitting in the room’s center and two chairs were tucked up beneath it. A bowl had shattered to the floor depositing the last bits of an oatmeal breakfast against the yellow tiles. Dust and ash had settled over every square inch of surface in the modest little kitchen. Angela tried the sink faucet, but it only groaned back at her. She grabbed a plastic cup from the floor, rubbed the ashes off against her equally filthy dress, and went to find the bathroom. 
 
    Angela wondered along the way how old the lady sitting in the armchair was. She had obviously been living on her own for some time, subsisting on very little and managing to get by. Old folks liked to display family pictures on the walls; there were at least a dozen more in the short hallway. But she hadn’t been too old to have her family ship her off to a care home. That had to put her somewhere between sixty-five and eighty. Angela would’ve have been just like her in another twenty or twenty-five years if the bombs hadn’t wiped all the houses and care homes away. She would’ve collected an old-age pension and dined alone on oatmeal breakfasts until someone deemed her even to useless to do that. 
 
    The washroom taps grumbled back at her and the bathtub moaned its protests as well. The toilet bowl was empty, so Angela lifted the tank cover away from the back. Bone dry and stained brown at the bottom. The old lady was going to die in complete and utter agony. 
 
    Angela remembered the single bottle of pop she’d stolen the day before. She checked the pockets of her dress and found a few globs of chocolate bar stuck inside their wrappers. The drink must have fallen out while I was sleeping. She moved quickly back to the living room and found a man standing over the old woman. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “Hey,” the stranger said. 
 
    “Hey,” Angela answered back. He wasn’t a man, she realized. He was as big as a grownup, but the voice was young, and his build was slim. He was a teenager, probably fifteen or sixteen. A grey hoody was pulled up over his head, but Angela could see the long strands of greasy black hair poking out around his neck. The boy stared back at Angela with dark, guilty eyes.  
 
    “Starting to think I was the only one.” 
 
    Angela was gripping the plastic cup too tightly. “Pardon me?” 
 
    “The only one left… you know, like the last man on earth.”  
 
    What was he doing in this house with Angela and the old woman? “You… You’re the first person I’ve seen since… well, you know… since it happened.” 
 
    He moved towards her a half-step. “Yeah, what the fuck was that all about? Did we like get hit by an asteroid or something?” 
 
    Angela leaned up against the open doorway leading into the kitchen. Whoever the boy was, he didn’t keep up on the world around him. He had no clue what had happened, or how much the planet’s governments hated each other. She tried to control her breathing, not wanting to reveal to the teen how scared she was. Somewhere in the back of her terrified brain she realized the old woman had finally gone silent. “It was a bomb. Nuclear. They’ve probably dropped them all over the continent.” 
 
    He stared at her for what seemed like an eternity. He never blinked. “We got nuked. Yeah, I wondered that, too. Fuckin’ shame.” He glanced quickly at the woman in the chair. “Too bad about that old lady. Was she your mom?” 
 
    “My mother died years ago.” 
 
    “So then you don’t who this is. You came in to like take stuff?” 
 
    Angela could feel the hard plastic in her hand starting to squeeze in. Any more pressure and the cup would snap into a dozen sharp pieces. “I used the couch, stayed the night. I just needed somewhere to sleep.” 
 
    “You trespassed.” The boy came closer. She could smell liquor on his breath. Now probably wasn’t the time to tell him he was too young to drink. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Angela.” 
 
    “We have to stick together, Angela. We have to be a team and take care of each other.” He reached up and rubbed his dirty knuckles gently down her throat. The fingertips settled at the top of her chest. “You don’t got to be scared… I won’t let nothin’ bad happen to you.” 
 
    Angela turned her face away from him. She looked down and saw the old woman sitting perfectly still. Something had changed. The knitting needle was no longer melded between her fingers—it had been stuck deep into her throat. The glass finally splintered in Angela’s hand, she pushed the teenager away and made a run for the open window.  
 
    He grabbed at her hair and yanked her back towards him. “What’s your fucking problem? I’m trying to save your life.”  
 
    He backed into the overturned coffee table and they both tumbled onto the chesterfield. Angela felt one of his arms wrap around her neck. The other hand left her hair and started groping between her legs. He was trying to pull her dress up. Something hard and warm was pressing up against her panties. My God, he’s going to rape me. 
 
    She gasped through the choking pressure. “Please… don’t do this…you don’t have to do this.” 
 
    “Just you and me,” he whispered back. “There ain’t no one else. I’ll take care of you.” 
 
    A part of Angela wanted to stop struggling. Let him do what he came here to do. He’s young. It will only take a few seconds. She could see the charred corpse through her flailing legs, four inches of white knitting needle sticking out from under its chin. This wouldn’t end with just the violation of Angela’s body. He would do more to her. She could feel something warm and wet in her hand—the plastic cup fragments. She worked the pieces in her fingers, settling her bloody palm around the longest shard. The boy’s forearm was crushing Angela’s windpipe, dull yellow stars were swimming before her. She tried pleading with him one last time. “Let me go… I won’t tell… anyone.” 
 
    His hand was digging between her legs, his nails cutting the insides of her thighs. “I know.” 
 
    Angela swung her arm back and drove the plastic shard somewhere into the side of his head. The bone of his skull was harder than the plastic. She scraped down and it caught in the soft flesh of his ear. The teenager howled and the pressure around Angela’s neck lessened. She planted an elbow into his nose and pushed herself free. She tried for the window one more time, but her foot caught on one of the coffee table legs. Angela fell sideways, and the woman’s corpse broke her fall. 
 
    “Fucking… bitch.” He was coming at her again, one hand cupped over the ravaged side of his head. 
 
    She wouldn’t make it outside in time, and even if she did, there was nowhere to run, no one to call for help. Angela was on her own, and she would need something a lot more effective than a broken cup. If she could make it to the kitchen—find a knife or something else sharp. His hands were in her hair again, dragging her back to the chesterfield. Angela reached out for the last weapon in arm’s length. She pulled the knitting needle out of the woman’s throat and drove it towards the chest of her attacker. There was a moment of resistance, and then a soft popping sensation as the needle’s end punctured skin and sunk between two ribs. 
 
    The teenager released her and stood straight up. He stared dumbly at Angela without making a sound. Two seconds later he fell back onto the chesterfield, like a tree falling in the forest. The needle had been far more effective than the plastic shard, and Angela’s best guess at where his heart was had been spot on. 
 
    I killed him… Oh dear Lord, I just murdered another human being. She tried reassuring herself that he would’ve done the same to her. He had already proved himself to be a killer. The needle sticking up from his chest had ended two lives; it would’ve been Angela’s body lying there—after being horribly violated—had she not beat him to it. Still, the guilt pushed its way back in, overriding the logic of what she’d done. She had told him her name, but never asked for his. I stabbed a man to death without even allowing him to tell me who he was. Angela looked away from the unmoving form and saw the church bell through the window opening. It sat there on its pile of holy rubble, leaning precariously to the north, like a big, black head tilted to one side, staring back at her. Judging. 
 
    You messed up bad, girl. It was her step-father again. She had wondered where he had gone in the last twenty-four hours or so. Not only did you take a life, but you killed a man. Jesus on a stick, girl… what the heck were you thinking?  
 
    “He wasn’t a man, and he tried to… he was going to hurt me.” She couldn’t say words like rape or molest to her step-father. Those were ugly, ungodly terms, and they were even worse coming from the mouth of a girl. “He murdered the owner of this house—stuck a knitting needle through her throat.” 
 
    It didn’t give you the right to do likewise. You did some awful sinning back when I was around, but this takes the cake, girl. How are you going to explain yourself at the pearly gates? How are you expected to meet your mother and me in the kingdom of God with that sin resting on your shoulders? 
 
    She tried to block out the weighty questions and concentrated on the boy’s dead body. She hadn’t asked him his name, but perhaps there was another of finding out. Angela tapped at his dirty sneaker and drew her hand away quickly. When the foot didn’t move, she tried it again, like poking a seemingly dead animal and waiting for it to lunge back to life. She knelt beside the body, finally convinced its lunging days were over, and slowly began searching through the front pockets of his black track pants. He was still warm but would cool soon. His limbs would stiffen. She was responsible for that. Angela Bennet. For all she knew, he may very well have been the last man on earth. Perhaps he had been sent to repopulate the world, and she had ended his holy mission. No. He killed a helpless woman. He would’ve killed me. 
 
    You don’t know that for sure. And even if he did have murderous intent, it still doesn’t make what you did any less forgivable. You killed a man, girl… killed him in cold blood without batting an eye.  
 
    There was a bit of loose change in one pocket, a half pack of cigarettes and lighter in the other. Angela had made it this far in life without smoking, she wasn’t about to start now with the world burning all around her. She would have to turn his body over to see if he had any identification in a back pocket. He was surprisingly light, but it didn’t make the grisly task any easier. There was no wallet, no identification. It didn’t much matter anymore; Angela went instead for the revolver handle sticking up from the pants waistband. The gun was dull black and cold to the touch. And it was heavy, much heavier than she expected a revolver would weigh.  
 
    Don’t even think it. Put that gun back, it doesn’t belong to you. 
 
    “I’m doing what you always wanted me to do, Dad.” Angela dropped the weapon into the pocket of her dress. It pushed down on top of the squished chocolate bars. She could feel the pressure of it pulling at the dress collar around her neck. “I’m not going to rely on others. With this I can protect myself… I can warn bad people away without hurting them.” 
 
    Killer. 
 
    Angela gnawed at her lip and crawled out through the window without answering. She moved in the opposite direction of the church, her eyes now unwilling to look back upon that bell. Dad’s right. He knows what I did, and he knows what I am. God knows. 
 
    You’re darn-tootin’ he knows. You ever stop and think in the last few days why you survived the blast? Don’t go believing for a single second it was some kind of divine intervention… Just the opposite, girl. It was Jesus-justified damnation. The only ones left walking the earth now are the corrupt, the sinful, and the lazy.  
 
    Angela let him go on while she made her way further into the suburbs. Surely more people had survived the attack. Most of the houses had been blown off their foundations, but a few were still standing; those nestled behind larger buildings, behind the churches, the shopping centers, and schools. Where had everyone gone? Why were they hiding from her? 
 
    Maybe they know what you’re packing in that dress. Maybe they know you’re a murderer. 
 
    Far away, a dog started barking. It sounded hungry and afraid. With no owners left to feed them, she wondered how long it would take before the animals turned on the remaining humans. Angela picked her way through back yards where green grass had turned to ash. She knocked softly on doors, but didn’t enter without permission. Trespassing was a sin—she’d learned that lesson the hard way.  Stealing was another matter. Angela had taken what didn’t belong to her but had justified in her mind that it was alright to do so. It was only borrowing after all; she would pay it all back. She entered the North Kilpatrick Shopping Mall through a blown in display window of a sports wear store. This would be a good place to find something better to eat other than candy and soft drinks. And if there was anyone else to find still living, this was the place for that, too. She remembered the familiar radio ad—fulfill all of your shopping needs at North Kilpatrick Mall, where friends meet, and families grow. 
 
    Where were all the friends and families now? 
 
    People had been there since the bomb had dropped. As she worked her way from the sports store into the main plaza, Angela could see where they’d looted and ran. Most of the damage inside hadn’t been caused by the shockwave. Thieves had been busy smashing display cases, stealing cell phones and jewellery—for all the good it would do them. But where had they gone? She began to think that she’d wasted too much time cowering beneath her desk. The survivors had already found one another and moved on. 
 
    There was a bad smell in the air, like spoiled food. It got stronger as Angela made her way past the abandoned and emptied stores. There was a big Hudson’s Bay outlet at the end of the walkway. Maybe she would find someone there. The smell got worse. Angela had to plug her nostrils as she entered the store. And then she found the people she was searching for. Hundreds of them. 
 
    Dozens of display bins filled with clothing, cosmetics, shoes, and earrings had been pushed up against the far walls, leaving an immense space for dead bodies. Angela prayed that someone had gathered all the store mannequins and placed them there as some kind of sick joke. But even a shopping mall the size of North Kilpatrick didn’t have that many display mannequins to spare. These were people—men, women, and children—and they had been slaughtered. They had been herded into this open space and shot down. A few had gaping holes in their chests and stomachs, most had taken it square between the eyes. Angela was standing in the outer edge of an immense pool of blood. She stepped back and tried to wipe it away from the bottom of her shoes along some cleaner sections of white tile.  
 
    She started to gag and turned away, reaching for the gun in her pocket. She ran back the way she’d come, gasping for cleaner air and finding none. Angela staggered to a bench and vomited into the potted plant sitting next to it.  
 
    You don’t have much of a stomach for this kind of thing, do you? 
 
    She wiped her lips dry against her sleeve. “Shut up, Dad.” 
 
    There was a toy store in front of her. The windows were intact, and the contents on the shelves seemed untouched. Nothing of value to thieves and mass murderers in a toy store. Angela would be safe there. She could hide along the narrow aisles and gather her thoughts amongst the dolls, teddy bears, and video games. She entered, holding the heavy gun in front of her, wagging the dull black barrel from side to side. “If anyone’s in here, don’t get any ideas. I can defend myself. I’ll shoot, swear to God, I’ll pull the freaking trigger and end your life.” Angela had started to cry during the last part of her shaky warning. She had never held a gun in her hand until a few short hours ago, and she wasn’t even sure she had the strength to pull that freaking trigger.  
 
    She heard a soft padding sound coming from the back of the store. Moments later a red rubber ball rolled up to her bloodied shoes. Angela wanted to scream and run, but she held her ground. She aimed the gun down the aisle and carried on. “I’m not fooling around here. I killed a man this morning with a knitting needle, and I’ll kill you, too.” 
 
    Angela moved further into the shadows. She stopped in the corner, bracing her back up against a display of jigsaw puzzles and pre-kindergarten picture books. The gun was becoming too much in her hands, the barrel end starting to droop down at the floor. She took a deep breath and crept towards the back room door.  
 
    EMPLOYEES ONLY the sign read above. Dirty fingers shot out from within and wrapped around her wrist. The gun fell, and three more hands scratched at her arm.  
 
    Angela was dragged into darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re hurting.” Hayden pressed the rifle barrel into the back of the man’s neck with more force. “But don’t try anything stupid. We have a place just west of here, an area that survived the worst of it. I can help treat those… burns of yours. Get some food and clean water into you.” 
 
    The man released the boy’s shoulders. He tried turning his head, but Hayden kept it in place with the rifle. He spoke. “Hayden? Oh my God… Hayden Gooding, is that really you?” 
 
    Hayden kept the gun stuck into his neck and reached around for the boy’s hand. “Come back here, Nicholas. He won’t hurt you.” 
 
    The boy did as he was told. He went and stood next to the big man. Hayden pulled the rifle away and stepped back, pulling the child along to a safer distance. “Turn around, let me get a better look at you.” 
 
    The burnt man shifted sideways on his knees until he was facing them. The hair on his head had been fried away, the skin melted into his skull red and brown. The flesh of his right cheek was gone, leaving behind a gaping hole of gums and teeth. The rest of him wasn’t any easier to look at. Most of his clothes were missing, and every square inch of exposed skin was blistered over and raw. But through it all, Hayden had recognized the man’s voice, as rasping and weak-sounding as it had become, he knew the man kneeling before them. And the man knew him as well. 
 
    “Jake?” 
 
    Jake nodded. “Been walking for days… heading north, trying to find others.” He reached for Nicholas, and Hayden pulled the boy away. “I never thought I’d see him again. Thank you, Hayden… thank you for saving my son.” 
 
    “Maybe it would be best if you didn’t touch him. You’re in rough shape, a real mess, Jake.” 
 
    Jake Heez lowered his hand. Hayden was right; when his son had found him, he hadn’t gotten a good enough look. Now he could see full-on what had happened to his father—what he’d become—and the boy looked terrified. 
 
    “It’s me, Nicholas, its Dad.” 
 
    Hayden lowered the gun and helped Jake to his feet. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I made it this far.” 
 
    “Come on then. Let’s get you back to the farm.” 
 
    Jake staggered alongside him. Nicholas held Hayden’s hand on the opposite side. “How did he get here? There’s nothing left of my place. Was… was Mandy with him?” 
 
    “Easy, Jake. I’ll explain it all back at the hole in the hill.” 
 
      
 
    Jake knew what the hole in the hill was. He’d been to Hayden Gooding’s farm a few years ago a half dozen times or so. The two men weren’t close, but their wives had been friends since high school. Teresa Gooding—Teresa Philips back then—had been Mandy’s bridesmaid at their wedding. Teresa hitched up with Hayden a year later. Teresa had always been a loud-mouthed, spoiled brat; the isolation of living on a farm hadn’t agreed with her, and after half a year the two split up. It had been during that six month period of marital bliss when both couples got together for the occasional backyard barbeque. Hayden’s farm yard sat on top of a hill, and on the north side, the hill dropped steeply off into the fields and pastures. Sometime in the seventies, Hayden’s father had removed a substantial section of that hill to provide shelter for horses.  
 
    That’s where Hayden was taking Jake and Nicholas now. He was taking them there because it was the only place to go. The house was no more. The sheds, garages, and barns had all been levelled. Like Jake’s property, there wasn’t a single structure left standing. 
 
    Hayden could see him surveying the devastation. “How bad was it at your place?”  
 
    “The same, maybe worse.” 
 
    They started down the steep incline; Hayden kicked rubble and dried clumps of baked mud out of their way, revealing steps made of two-by-sixes built into the hill. They had been put there less than four decades earlier, and likely replaced in the years since, but to Jake they looked more like ancient ruins hidden beneath the dust. They came to the bottom and stepped in front of two big wooden doors resting in a foundation of crumbling concrete set into the hillside. Dead, grey grass clung to the dried out soil around the door frame and hung over the header beam like a dirty toupee. The grass higher up had turned black, and nearer to the top of the hill it had burned away altogether. 
 
    “Mandy isn’t here,” Hayden said when Jake started for the doors. Jake turned and gave him a questioning look. “I’ll be straight up with you... she was here, but she isn’t anymore.” He stepped past Jake and lifted a wooden beam from the rusted brackets holding the doors closed. He pulled one of the doors open and the three stepped into blackness. 
 
    “Give me a second,” Hayden muttered. There was a flicking sound followed by a light hiss, and then a small orange flame jumped into life. “It’s an old Coleman gas lantern. I think it was my Dad’s. Never thought it would be of any use... but then again, I wasn’t expecting the world to take a nosedive into oblivion any time soon, either.” 
 
    Jake stared into the shadows all around him. He had never actually been inside the shelter before. The first six feet of walls above the dirt floor were concrete, above that, thick wooden beams kept the earth in place. More beams ran overhead, sloping down into the heart of the hill. Something snorted in the dark and stepped forward. The horse looked Jake over suspiciously, sniffed at his tattered shirt sleeve, and then backed off into the shadows again. 
 
    “Trixie was the only animal that made it,” Jake said. “My other two horses were outside when it happened. So were over a hundred head of cattle... and my dog.” 
 
    “Max.” Jake remembered the big, slobbering black lab from the family barbeques. 
 
    “Yeah, Max. He didn’t deserve to go like that. None of them did.” Hayden dug into a cardboard box pushed up against the wall. He pulled out a can of beans along with an opener. “You hungry?” Jake nodded emphatically. “Stupid question.” 
 
    Jake shovelled the cool contents into his mouth and swallowed without chewing. Some of it fell out of the opening where his cheek used to be, and he scooped it back in. “You said Mandy was here. Where’s my wife, Hayden? Where is she now?” 
 
    Hayden lit a second gas lantern further in. Trixie came back into view, kicking at a pile of loose straw in a corner. “I’m trying to conserve the fuel; God only knows how long we’ll be stuck in here. I don’t know much about nuclear fallout and radiation, but I’m betting we have enough food and water stored in here to last a month, maybe a little less.” 
 
    Jake stumbled towards him, pleading with his hands. “Please... just tell me.” 
 
    “She didn’t make it. She went out before the big one hit.” 
 
    Jake stopped. “Before? That doesn’t make any sense. Mandy was at home with Nicholas. She came here after the blast... didn’t she?” 
 
    Hayden dunked a pail into the horse’s water trough. He pulled it back out, half-filled, and sat down on a plastic milk crate. He met Jake’s eye with a grim gaze. “Mandy had come to see me the morning it happened.” He pulled up a second milk crate and motioned Jake to come sit in front of him. “I have half a dozen twenty-four packs of drinking water. We’ll have to go through those sparingly. I’ll clean the worst of your wounds with this. Considering you were drinking from an irradiated river when I found you, that shouldn’t be an issue?” 
 
    Jake sat on the crate and watched him wet a piece of cloth into the pail. Hayden wrung it out with his big hands and questioned Jake with raised eyebrows. Jake nodded, and Hayden started to dab the cold cloth gently to his skull. “My son found me... not you.” 
 
    “Nicholas snuck out while I was sleeping,” Hayden explained. “I warned him how dangerous it was outside, told him the air was all wrong... that it would make him sick. I came across you first, washing up in the river.” 
 
    Jake looked over to his son. Nicholas had curled up into the same straw pile Trixie was rooting around in. The boy’s eyes were heavy, beginning to close, but they never left Jake’s form. “Mandy and I were having trouble,” Jake whispered. “We’d been fighting for months. I never really understood why... thought it was all my fault.” 
 
    Hayden rinsed the cloth in the pail and pressed it against the less ravaged side of Jake’s face. “It’s no one’s fault... not really.” 
 
    “Is that what you told yourself, Hayden? Did it lessen the guilt some?” 
 
    “It wasn’t something I was looking for. Mandy was here all the time when I was still married, visiting with Teresa. After we split up, Mandy kept coming over... she said she was just as concerned about me as she was with her best friend.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    Hayden didn’t argue. He dunked the cloth in for a third rinse, and Jake took it from his hand when he went to raise it back towards his face. “I grabbed as many supplies as possible before we left the house. I didn’t have any medical dressing or bandages, but I do have some clean linen sheets. I could tear some into strips and wrap up the worst of your burns.”  
 
    Jake rubbed the cloth down the bridge of his nose. Blackened skin peeled away with it. “Why bother? I’ll be dead in a few days. Save your fucking sheets.” Hayden tried offering him one of the bottled waters. “Save that, too.” 
 
    Hayden sighed and stood. If Jake was going to take a swing at him, he probably would’ve tried it by now. Hayden was almost six and a half feet tall, and just shy of two hundred and fifty pounds. Jake was no match for him, before or after the blast. “She left the shelter to go find you.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Hayden covered a small blanket over Nicholas’s sleeping form. “I tried talking her out of it... told her there wasn’t time. She went anyway.” 
 
    Jake tried to picture how Mandy’s last minutes had been; speeding down twelve miles of back roads trying to find him—trying to save him. She had been cheating on him with another man, but in the final moments of her life, Mandy had come looking for him. Jake wept into the damp cloth, his tears mixing with the blood and horse’s trough water.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Hayden pushed one of the shelter doors open a crack. The sky was heavy with clouds. They were swirling about like massive whirlpools in an ocean of radioactive grey and green. Clouds like that brought frightening storms with them, the kind that spawned twisters. The weather patterns were all fucked up, adjusting to the garbage in the atmosphere, and extremely unpredictable. He’d only left the shelter twice, once to chase after Mandy, the other after her son. Both times Hayden had encountered strange weather; hot winds and cold winds, dust devils the color orange, and a spatter of rain that smelled chemical. The old earth didn’t know what to make of the change, so she tried to adjust the best she could.  
 
    How long would it be before they could set out? How far would they have to travel to even find another survivor? Hayden pulled the door shut. Judging from the color of the sky, they’d be waiting a long time.  
 
    The lanterns had been snuffed out. It was pitch black inside, like a cave deep inside the biggest of mountains, stifling and claustrophobic. He could hear Trixie clomping her hooves restlessly in the straw. She needed to get out worse than the rest of them. She needed room to move, and pastures to run through. Somewhere near his horse, Jake was sleeping next to Nicholas. Jake’s dying. As horrible as it sounds, I hope it happens soon. The boy will be devastated, but the man has suffered enough already.  
 
    Hayden crawled to the nearest corner and found the blanket he’d yanked from his bed a few days before. He lay on his side in the dry dirt and pulled the comforter up over his shoulder. He rested his head against a balled up sack that once held oats. Mandy and Nicholas had been with him when he ran throughout his home gathering supplies. It had been her idea to bring the sheets and blankets. Hayden wished she’d thought of grabbing some pillows as well. It would’ve been softer than an empty feed sack. 
 
    The doors started to rattle. The wind had picked up. Batten down the hatches, a storm’s blowing in. 
 
    It picked up, and the doors shook continuously for the next half hour. Hayden kept one eye trained on the strip of grey light. It had grown darker outside, and nightfall—such as it was since the dust had started to settle—was still hours away. There was nothing Hayden could do about it. They were in the safest place left known to him. He closed his eyes and prayed the noise wouldn’t waken Nicholas. He prayed that Jake was already dead.  
 
    Hayden thought more about the pillow that had burned up in his house. If he had it with him now, he could crawl over and smother the last bit of life away from Jake. It would be a mercy. End his misery... end Nicholas’s fear and confusion. Hayden winced in the dark. Mandy had sacrificed her life in a hopeless attempt to save her husband, and here Hayden was now, planning to kill him anyway. What would she think of that? What kind of monster was he? 
 
    He listened as the wind roared down the hill and pulled at the doors.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hayden could hear something hissing. He opened his eyes to a bright yellow light and shielded them with the back of his hand. The gas lantern... it was off when I went to sleep, I’m sure of it. Something cold and hard jammed up under his chin. Hayden pulled his hand away and saw the barrel end of his hunting rifle. Jake was on his knees, holding the gun in both hands. Hayden tried to speak, and Jake pushed harder. 
 
    “Doesn’t feel that nice, hey—having a fucking gun stuck into your head?” Jake was whispering, still mindful not to wake the boy sleeping less than twenty feet away. It was a dry, painful sounding rasp. “What did you think, Hayden? How’d you think I would act once I found out you’d been banging my wife? But it didn’t end there, did it? The two of you made it worse... dragged Nicholas into it.” 
 
    “It wasn’t like that.” Hayden gasped, and tried swallowing against the pressure on his Adam’s apple. Jake pulled the gun back a half inch. “We weren’t... we weren’t messing around the morning it happened. We never did anything like that when Nicholas was around.” 
 
    “So what was it then? Why the hell was Mandy with you, and why did she bring my son to your fucking farm?” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Jake. It wasn’t just sex. We were friends... she came over for coffee, that was all. She came over a lot to visit. Your wife was lonely... I was lonely. Nicholas was always welcome. I love that kid.” Hayden saw something in his glistening, sick eyes—a twinkle of pure hatred. He had said the wrong words. Screwing a man’s wife wasn’t a good thing to do; being her friend and loving his son was unforgivable. 
 
    Jake rammed the gun forward again, hard enough for Hayden to feel it pushing up against the underside of his mouth. “Don’t say another word about him, not another fucking word.” He leaned in close and whispered. “You couldn’t keep your own wife happy, so you stole someone else’s. You’re a piece of shit, Gooding... a worthless, cheating piece of shit.” 
 
    Saliva had pooled into a little pocket between Jake’s gums and the remaining flap of cheek flesh. It spilled over as he leaned closer and leaked onto Hayden’s chest. “Don’t do this, Jake. You need me to survive. You need someone to look after him.” 
 
    “Yeah, I can’t do it on my own for much longer... But I’m not leaving him with you.” Jake pulled the rifle away from Hayden’s throat and struck the side of his head with the handle. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Hayden woke up and discovered all hell had broken loose. One of the shelter doors was smashing up against the side of the hill, the other had been torn away from its hinges altogether. Dirt and straw were swirling around him in ferocious eddies, and he could see through the dust that the sky had turned a deadly shade of bruised purple and black. He called out for Nicholas, but the boy didn’t answer. The gas lantern was next to him, lying on its side, the glass cover broken into a hundred pieces. The wind had snuffed out the flames within, sparing Hayden a painful, burning end. He crawled to the opening and pulled himself up along the jagged remains of the door frame. He screamed the boy’s name again and pleaded for Jake to bring him back.  
 
    Green lightening forked down from the clouds, and thunder pounded into Hayden’s ears a second later. A sheet of sand whipped into his face and it wasn’t until Hayden went to wipe his eyes that he saw it was rain. It was burning his skin, irradiating him. They wouldn’t last long out in that, he thought. Even at his healthiest, Jake was no match for these new, perverted elements. 
 
    Nothing could survive in that. They’re dead already. 
 
    He stumbled out into it anyway. Where would they have gone, where do I start to look? 
 
    Something clomped up beside him. Trixie stuck her wet nose into the side of his neck and snorted her fear.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to be afraid. I’m here now, and everything’s going to be okay.”  
 
    Nicholas backed away further from the man that sounded like his dad. There wasn’t much room, and only one way to go, but he moved anyway.  
 
    Jake held his hand up in a gesture that said:  I understand, you’re frightened, but don’t go any further. Crawling into the drainage pipe had only staved off the inevitable. If the burning rain didn’t kill them, suffocating in the four foot high, thirty foot long steel tube would. The wind had buried the far end in with rubble and soil, and the small opening they’d crawled through was acting like a reverse vacuum, sucking out all the breathable air left. 
 
    “I know. I screwed up... big time. We should’ve stayed in the shelter.” 
 
    Nicholas pressed up against the metal and pulled his knees into his chest. He muttered something, but Jake couldn’t hear it over the howl of the wind. Jake crawled towards him again. “What did you say, son?” 
 
    Nicholas cringed away from the raw-looking fingers. “I want my Mom! I don’t want to be here with you! You’re not my Dad!” 
 
    “I know I’ve changed... I know I don’t look like Dad, but you’ve got to trust me... it’s just the two of us now. Mom’s not coming back.” He rested his hand on Nicholas’s arm and felt the boy flinch away even further. “We’re going to get through this together.” 
 
    Nicholas screamed and dove under his arm. He scrambled for the opening, kicking his way forward against Jake’s ribs. Jake grabbed at one of his ankles, and the boy’s other foot kicked dirt up into his face. Dry grit stung into Jake’s eyes, and he let go.  
 
    Nicholas made it out of the drainage ditch and fled into an open field. Jake yelled after him, spitting dirt up from the back of his mouth, and blinking it out of his eyes. He climbed out from the pipe and watched his son run into the storm. Lightening forked throughout the clouds, and thunder shook the ground. Nicholas was a speck in the midst of it. 
 
    Jake started running after him, and the wind knocked him to all fours. He tried standing again, but the wind kept pushing at his back, as if the hand of an enraged God was forcing him to his knees. Jake fought back, he pushed harder, and the wind won. He collapsed forward into the dirt; his face pushed into grey soil. It isn’t just the wind, he thought. My legs are dead. All of me is done. Only his mind had the strength to fight back, and his mind was useless to him. He couldn’t will his son to return. All he could do was watch the small form shrink further away. “Come back,” he croaked. There was another flash of blinding green lightening, a boom of thunder rattled though his bones, and Nicholas was gone. 
 
    Jake rolled onto his back, resigned to the fact he would never see his son again. He would never see his wife again. His family, his world... all lost. He shouldn’t have fought it for so long. There had been dozens of opportunities to end his life before now. I could’ve let myself drown in that slough runoff. I could’ve let my body drop into the well. I could’ve stopped walking and starved to death... I could’ve just stopped. 
 
    The clouds above were a maelstrom—a gigantic swirling vortex so thick it looked almost liquid in formation, like a pot of melted grey plastic being stirred counter clockwise. Jake stared into the dull green eye of it, now directly above him. There was a moment of calm; the wind stopped howling in his ears, and the dust settled. It was a beautiful sight to behold—almost as beautiful as the awe-inspiring yellow and orange mushroom cloud that helped spawn it days earlier. Jake would be pulled up into it and become part of the sky. This would be a good way to die, to be carried up into the heavens and reunited with wife and son.  
 
    I forgive you, Mandy. I’m sorry I wasn’t a better friend... I’m sorry I lost Nicholas. 
 
    The center of it passed on, and the wind resumed screaming in his ears. Jake sat up, and gravel pelted his face. The pieces became larger, hitting his battered body with greater speed and force. Something black erupted from the earth less than a hundred yards away. It reached up, twisting into the clouds, puncturing the great green eye half a mile over Jake’s head.  
 
    The massive tornado shaft began its slow dance, shifting to the left, and churning to the right. A second column appeared next to it, a partner to share the floor of clouds with. Jake had seen far too much in the last few days. He closed his eyes, blinding himself from the unimaginable power, and waited for his limbs to be torn apart. 
 
    The sound was too much to bear; he clamped his hands over his ears, and the noise worked its way in, scraping at his brain, shaking his body. Something smacked into his arm with enough force to throw him back over onto his hands and knees. Jake opened his eyes a crack and saw a black foot scratching the ground. Not a foot... a hoof. 
 
    Hayden was yelling something up on Trixie’s back, but Jake couldn’t hear what it was over the roar. Against all better judgement, Jake reached up and took the man’s hand. Hayden was strong; he pulled Jake up in one fast motion, and the horse was away.  
 
    A third twister had materialized behind them; Jake was lying on his stomach across Trixie’s neck, bouncing uncomfortably and wheezing for breath, but his sight hadn’t been impaired. The tornadoes were spreading out, picking up more debris, and thickening at their bases. They were whipping up the remains of an already destroyed world, rearranging the ruin into an even more unrecognizable nightmare. Jake saw the thirty-foot drainage pipe they’d taken cover in rip up from the ground. It twisted in the main column like a piece of liquorice, and then it was spat out into the churning wall of another. I made Nicholas crawl into that thing with me... I thought he would be safe in there.  
 
    The boy’s face appeared at that moment from behind Hayden’s body. His blue eyes were terror-filled, his blonde hair whipped in the dust-filled air and struck his cheeks. Jake could see his arms wrapped around Hayden’s waist, the little fingers burrowed into the shirt of his rescuer. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jake gasped into the horse’s sweaty hide. “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tornadoes were gone, headed southeast to merge with other monster twisters and blacker storm cells. This storm had passed, but Hayden knew there would be more; the grey sky was streaked with odd pinkish colors, as if the underside of the heavens had been scratched open and left to bleed. Hayden was lost. He couldn’t find his farm in the aftermath. The landscape had changed too much for him to recognize a single thing. There were no more forests, not a single tree left standing. The roads running between fields and towns had been torn up and flattened over. All that remained was ground... lifeless, grey earth.  
 
    Hayden let the reins droop in his hands. The horse moved off to the left on her own accord. There hadn’t even been time to put a saddle on Trixie. Jake was still slumped over on his stomach in front of him, unconscious, and possibly dead. Hayden hadn’t checked for at least a quarter of an hour. Nicholas’s grip on his shirt had weakened, but Hayden knew he was still awake. The boy was whimpering softly into his back. They carried on that way for another half hour until Hayden saw a dark rise off in the distance. A hill. 
 
    He should’ve let Trixie find the shelter without his assistance; she was far more capable of smelling her way home than he was. Home was an even a bigger disaster than when he’d left it. Both shelter doors were missing, the frame had torn away as well, taking great chunks of concrete foundation along with it. Smoke was trickling out from the yawning darkness inside. 
 
    Hayden wrapped a steadying arm around Nicholas and the two slipped silently off of Trixie’s back. Jake made a groaning noise, and Hayden pulled him down gently to the ground. He was mumbling something between his swollen, cracked lips. Hayden leaned in closer to hear. “You... You saved him. You saved my son.” 
 
    Hayden shook his head. “Saved him for what? There’s nothing left. The shelter’s been destroyed.” 
 
    Jake craned his head towards the opening. “Looks like... like a fucking tornado tore the place up.” He tried to laugh and coughed something black up over his lips. A bit more leaked from the hole in his cheek and soaked the dirt. It must have hurt like hell to laugh like that, Hayden thought, but Jake continued snorting through his nostrils anyway. 
 
    His mind has finally caught up with the rest of him... totally wrecked. 
 
    Hayden left him there and went towards the shelter. Nicholas grabbed his hand along the way and the two walked in together, waving away the smoke still clinging to the dirt ceiling. The fuel for the gas lanterns must have upset. It wouldn’t have taken much to create a spark—possibly a lightning strike— in all that wind and flying debris. Most of the supplies he’d gathered were gone or burned to a crisp. The boxes of food had been picked up and sucked out into the fields. Hayden found half of his comforter stuck underneath Trixie’s overturned water trough, the other half had burned away. He spread it out on the ground and started tossing what little left there was. Thirteen unbroken bottles of water, four tins of beans, two tins of Chef Boyardee’s Mini Ravioli, and a big can of Campbell’s mushroom soup. That was it for food and water—enough for five or six days, maybe a full week if the cackling idiot outside died during the night.  
 
    Nicholas presented him with one half of the can opener. The plastic turning dial had melted away. “Thanks, bud.” Hayden took the metal piece and shoved it into his back pocket; at least it was the half with the can puncture part on the end. 
 
    “Are we gonna sleep in here again tonight?” 
 
    Hayden looked around them. There was no straw for them to curl up in, no water for his horse to drink. The doors were gone, and nothing stood between them and the radioactive elements. “Just one more night, Nicholas. We’ll stay one more night.” 
 
    “And then what? You gonna take me home tomorrow?” 
 
    Hayden listened as Jake’s snorts turned to mournful cries. “No, I won’t be taking you home. That place is gone. We’re going to try and find a new place to live.” 
 
    “Will my Mom and Dad be there?”  
 
    Hayden ran his big hand through the boy’s hair without answering. He smiled at him, kissed his forehead, and then went about the rest of his work; gathering up the meagre remains of their supplies for what would likely be a very long journey. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    “I want to have a fire.” 
 
    Hayden looked over at Jake as if the man had lost his mind, and then remembered that he already had. “There’s been enough fires.” 
 
    They were sitting outside the shelter remains, both propped up against the dirt edges of hill where the door frames used to be. The sky was growing dark, not from storm clouds, but the natural progression of day into night. If there wasn’t so much dirt and ash in the sky, they might’ve been able to watch the sun set. 
 
    Jake leaned forward and started pulling the shirt off his back. What was left, peeled away sickeningly from his flesh. Jake didn’t seem discomforted by it; he was far removed from physical pain anymore. He balled the cloth up and threw it between them. “I want to have a fire... nothing huge, just a few little flames to watch. You know, just like when we were growing up as kids, sitting around a little campfire with our friends.” 
 
    “We didn’t grow up together, Jake. I graduated from school before you entered junior high.” He wanted to add that they had never been friends either but decided against it. 
 
    “So you’re seven or eight years older than me. Doesn’t mean you never sat around a campfire.” 
 
    Hayden looked over his shoulder to see if Nicholas was still sleeping. The little form was only a few feet away, silent and unmoving, but it was impossible to tell in the gathering shadows if he was sleeping or not. Trixie wasn’t in there with him. Hayden had let her wander off into dusk. If she was going to die from radiation sickness, there was no stopping it now. Better to let her go off on her own. Maybe that nose of hers would sniff out the river; the poor animal deserved a drink of water as much as any of them, possibly more. 
 
    “Fire’s a bad idea, Jake. We have to save what’s left.” 
 
    “What, like this?” He threw a chunk of torn two-by-four onto his shirt. “I found about six more pieces just like it while you and my son were eating beans. Come on, Hayden... quit being such an asshole, and start a fire. I got nothing left, no fight in me... you won. Give me this.” 
 
    “This isn’t some kind of competition. And even if it was, there sure as hell weren’t any winners. We all lost.” 
 
    “Mandy,” Jake rasped. “We lost Mandy. Both of us. Light the fucking fire.” 
 
    Ready flame was one supply Hayden always carried on him. He pulled a lighter from his front pocket, shoving the other two deeper down with his fingers so they wouldn’t fall out. Hayden hadn’t smoked a cigarette since the bomb hit; he had forgotten the open pack on his kitchen table and the full carton in his garage. Like his pillow, cigarettes were a comfort he’d have to do without for the time being. Jake was trying to strip smaller slivers away from the larger pieces of wood with his nails. His fingers cracked open and started to bleed. 
 
    “Let me,” Hayden offered. The wood was jagged on one end, and it didn’t require much strength to pull some smaller pieces away for kindling. Jake crawled off into the dark while Hayden arranged the shavings into a pyramid shape over the shirt. Jake returned a few moments later dragging eight feet of splintered two-by-six under one arm.  
 
    Hayden took it from him. “This was the faceplate on the upper part of the door frame. Where did you find it?” 
 
    “Tried to take a leak a few minutes ago and tripped over the corner of it. The rest was buried under dirt.” 
 
    “Good thing you’re clumsy.” It was easy for Hayden to break the board into smaller pieces. Those left too thick to break over his knee were set one end on the ground, the other end against a rock. His heel slamming in the middle did the rest. Hayden lit his little pile and within minutes it was crackling and sparking with flames. 
 
    “Aaahhhh... that’s nice,” Jake said, pulling himself in and crossing his legs. He raised his hands and spread his bloodied fingers close to the fire. “Smells just like the fires my Dad used to build in the back yard.” 
 
    “Can you even feel the heat?” Hayden asked with concern. “You’re sitting awfully close.” 
 
    “Nah, can’t feel a goddamn thing anymore.” 
 
    Hayden took a piece of splintered wood from their small supply and stirred the fire down until the flames weren’t jumping so high. “Better if we burn it slowly, make it last.” 
 
    “So now you think the fire was a good idea?” 
 
    “I never said it was a bad idea.” 
 
    “Yeah, you did.” 
 
    “It might get cold sitting outside like this. We have to make it last.” 
 
    Jake started laughing again. Hayden could see the side of his tongue wiggling against his teeth. The dim orange light flickered off his mottled forehead and blackened nose. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure... you wanted me... dead a few hours ago,” Jake said between hitching gasps. “Now here you are... wanting to spend the night together.” 
 
    Hayden had to look away from the ruined face, but he started giggling as well. “This is crazy. The bomb, losing everything and everyone. And then the last man on earth shows up, and it’s the man whose wife I was having an affair with.” 
 
    “I think it’s called karma.” 
 
    They both burst out at the same time. Hayden laughed so hard he started to cry. After they’d settled down, he threw more wood into the fire, and they shuffled back on their rear ends until they were resting against the shelter opening walls again. “I’m sorry, Jake... I’m really sorry about Mandy.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to get any crops planted this spring.” 
 
    Jake was too tired and weak to laugh. “Good. I never liked... farming all that much anyway.” 
 
    “So why’d you do it?” 
 
    His shoulders hitched up half an inch. Hayden took it for a shrug. “My Dad was a farmer... so was my Grampa... it’s one of those... things you’re born into.” 
 
    “Well I’ll miss it,” Hayden answered after a long pause. “I’ll miss getting up early and watching the sun rise. I’ll miss walking along the edge of a healthy crop of wheat, and I’ll miss the smell of cow shit. I’ll miss it all.” 
 
    There was a longer pause. Much longer. The flames winked out and the embers left smouldered a comforting orange. Hayden went to throw another piece on, and Jake stopped him. 
 
    “No more... looks nice like it is.” Jake settled down further into the ground. “You’ll take good care of him? You promise?” 
 
    “Yes. I promise.” Jake’s breathing sounded more laboured than it did before the fire. “Can I get you some water now?” 
 
    “Maybe just a bit.” 
 
    When Hayden returned with the bottle, Jake was dead. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Nicholas answered. Hayden lifted him onto the horse’s back. “Where we going?” 
 
    He climbed up after him, settling in behind the boy. “Trixie knows where the river is. She’ll take us there now, and we’ll follow it southeast. There should be cities that way... or whatever’s left of them. We’ll find somebody to help us, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    There had been no sunrise to speak of, but it wasn’t quite as dark as the morning before. The air didn’t seem so dirty. Maybe the wind and twisters had sucked most of the ash and crud along with them. It wasn’t a beautiful morning, and it wasn’t the worst Hayden had seen. The truly ugly mornings were yet to come. They set out away from the hole in the hill.  
 
    “What happened to the scary man that sounded like my Dad? Isn’t he coming with us?” 
 
    Trixie trotted by a mound of loosely packed dirt and rocks. Hayden looked down at it and grimaced. He should have told Jake the entire truth—that the affair had resulted in so much more. A part of Hayden figured Jake already knew. Maybe it wasn’t worth mentioning at the end. He kissed Nicholas’s head and whispered. “No, he isn’t. And I’ll be your dad... now.” 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! Your review would be greatly appreciated. 
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