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Chapter 1: The Burning Skies
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The day the world ended started like any other day. In fact, it even started as a significantly good day for Caleb Turner. Caleb was a 22-year-old office clerk with dark skin and kinky light pink hair. That morning, he had won all the FunQuiz games he had played on the subway on his way to work, a little old lady had complimented his hair, and most importantly, his manager had offered him a promotion.

An administrative assistant had recently left the company, and his supervisor thought he would be a good fit. As usual, he had spent his lunch break with his favorite coworker, Nivitha Kumar. Today she was wearing jeans and a dark green t-shirt; a color that Caleb found especially nice on her. Caleb thought she was beautiful with her shiny black hair, curvy body, and nose piercing, but what he found most attractive about her was her imagination and persistence. She never gave up, no matter how difficult the task, and always found creative solutions to problems. In fact, in Caleb’s opinion, she should have been the one to get the promotion. She had been working there longer and was among the most efficient employees.

“Yup, but life’s not fair, haven’t you heard?” she had answered with a bitter laugh when he had told her. “But I don’t blame you, it's those managerial bastards’ fault. And you deserve it too, let's be honest.”

When they returned to the office, the rain that had been falling since the morning had gotten worse, and the wind blew their umbrellas over as soon as they attempted to open them. They ran through the storm, covering their heads with their jackets, and arrived at the office soaked and laughing. Nivitha breathed heavily.

“I haven't run like this since high school,” she huffed between two laughs. “And believe me, I didn't miss it at all!”

Caleb gave her a falsely disappointed pout.

“I take it you don't want to run next month's marathon with me?”

Caleb wasn't much more athletic than his friend. His hobbies of choice being macramé and partying, but one of their coworkers had spent several months trying unsuccessfully to convince the entire office to run the marathon with him. A flash of lightning, immediately followed by a loud thunderclap, drowned out Nivitha's answer.
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Caleb did his best to focus on his afternoon tasks despite the unrelenting storm. It was getting severe, and he couldn't help but ask himself if it would be dangerous to go out in these conditions. The forecast had only predicted heavy rain, but they were clearly wrong. If the storm didn't calm down, he might not be able to go home. The prospect of having to spend the night at the office didn't thrill him, but at least he would be with Nivitha, that was something. He might work up the courage to invite her to the Ialtag Pub on Friday night, it would be nice to see her after work. He looked at her out of the corner of his eye. She was struggling to hear a customer on the phone over the din of thunder. He gave her a sympathetic smile and headed for the copy machine. He was halfway through his copy when the power went out, plunging the whole building into darkness, lit only by frequent flashes of lightning.

The windows gave off a sanguine glow that caught his attention. He approached, along with several of his coworkers, and his heart sank. A fire tornado moved in their direction, burning everything in its path. Outside, people were running and taking refuge where they could. Many fell, knocked off their feet by debris torn off by the storm, or sometimes struck by lightning, their screams overshadowed by the storm.

Caleb wondered how it was possible that no one in the office had noticed anything, and why no alarm had sounded. In the distance he could see buildings collapsing, devoured by flames. The city was engulfed in panic and chaos, and the office soon joined.

Commotion erupted, causing a frenzy as people panicked and shrieked. He had only one thought in mind: to get out of the building before it collapsed in order to take refuge in the first cellar or underground passage he could find where he would be safe from the fire. Caleb rushed to the stairs alongside with Nivitha, elbowing his way to the exit four floors below. He almost fell several times, pushed by the panicked crowd. Others did fall and Caleb saw people stop to help them up, but he continued on without slowing down, not wanting to be crushed or burned to death. The building had begun to quake, he could feel the heat of the fire tornado and the reverberations of windows shattering around him. He knew he didn't have a minute to spare. When he reached the outside, his lungs filled with smoke. The crowd cleared, some running to their cars or shelter, some calling for loved ones, others searched for water as a desperate means to assuage the flames.

Caleb ran frantically while scanning his surroundings. Ash and panic filled his throat and lungs, suffocating him. His eyes stung, and his vision was blurry. He felt like he was going to faint any minute, when his gaze fell on a cellar window to his right, partly hidden by a small bush. He kicked it with all his might. Nothing happened. His pink Vans were definitely not fit for the task. Caleb looked around, at the edge of despair, and saw a stone that the storm must have carried there. Throwing it against the small window proved more effective: This time, the glass shattered and Caleb slid inside, ignoring the shards that left long red marks on his body, tearing his shirt and denim jacket, causing some of the badges that covered it to tumble to the ground with small clangs.

He landed in a small cluttered room, filled with shelves loaded with cans, tools, old photo albums, electronics, and toys. Caleb rummaged around in the dark until he found a pack of bottled water and a box full of children's clothes, probably outgrown by their owner. He wet the clothes and used them to block the broken window and prevent the smoke from passing, then drank one of the bottles, hoping to soothe his burning throat and lungs, and poured the rest of the water over his aching eyes.

It was only then that he thought of Nivitha. His heart clenched with shame as he realized that he hadn't thought once about the woman he was supposed to have a crush on, or about anyone else, since he first saw the fire tornado. He grabbed his phone and dialed, his fingers trembling with worry and exhaustion, but he had no signal. Caleb considered going back for his friend, but it was too dangerous and he was too scared, so he curled up in a corner of the room instead, tugging mechanically on his pink leather bracelet that he never took off. He sincerely hoped that Nivitha was okay, as well as his other friends. His thoughts turned to his family. He hadn't spoken to them since he left home at the age of 18, and he didn't regret it. His parents had never made the slightest effort to accept him as he was, and he had no positive feelings towards them. He still remembered the disgust in their eyes when he had come out as bisexual. He still hoped they were okay, but he had no desire to see them ever again. 
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Nivitha did not immediately understand why her coworkers were screaming and running towards the exit, but when she looked out the window, the horror of the situation exploded before her eyes. She joined the crowd and finally reached the outside. Looking around for Caleb, she saw him crawling into a cellar. She sighed with relief and jumped into her car to rush towards her parents' house. The wind rocked the car dangerously, and she narrowly avoided a tree branch that flew towards her windshield, but she didn't care. She had to see her family, make sure that they were safe.

When she reached the neighborhood where her parents lived, she was horrified to see that it was already on fire. She ignored her body telling her to stay as far away from the oppressive heat as possible. With a heavy heart, she ran to the house. Her sister, Asha, was crying on the porch, cradling their father’s body, her long light blue dress stained with ash. She raised her head when she heard Nivitha. Her brown face was also covered in ash, drowning her mole in a sea of gray spots. She stammered:

“He came back for me. He was almost out, he... he should be alive. Not me.”

Nivitha fought back her own tears. She would have time to grieve later, but for now she had to protect her baby sister, and find their mother. Of course, at 19, Asha was far from being a child. She was now a beautiful young woman, small and slender, with long coal silky hair, the tips of which were dyed blue and reached the middle of her back. Nivitha knew well that her tendency to overprotect Asha sometimes annoyed her, but Asha was still so young, so naive and innocent. It was probably because she was 6 years older, but Nivitha had always felt responsible for her sister.

“Don't say that, Ashy, that’s not true. Just hide in the basement, okay? I'm going to find mom, and I'll come back with her.”

The basement was accessed from the outside, and it was the safest place she could think of at the moment. 

Asha wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and raised her head.

“No, I'm coming with you.”

Nivitha scratched her nose ring nervously. She really didn't want to argue with her sister now.

“Asha, please...”

“I said I'm going with you. You're not mom, and I'm not 10 anymore.” her voice softened. “Let's look out for each other, okay? I can't lose you too.”

Nivitha felt the tears running down her cheeks. She didn't want to put her sister in danger, but she could see that she wouldn't change her mind, and they couldn't stay like that in the middle of burning houses any longer.

“Fine, but promise me you'll be careful.”

“I will. You, too, be careful.”

Nivitha burst out coughing uncontrollably, and realized that in her haste to find her family, she hadn’t done anything to protect herself from the smoke. She tore the bottom of her t-shirt, ripping through the fabric with great difficulty with the help of her key's sharp ridges. Covering her mouth and nose with the cloth, she urged her sister to do the same, and they set off. The determined sisters decided to make the trek to their mother's work. It wasn't far and the dangers far-outweighed the thought of not seeing their mother again. They weren’t sure that it was much safer than driving, but they didn’t like the idea of being cooped up inside a vehicle during a firestorm.
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Chapter 2: After the World Ended
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Caleb awoke in the cellar. He had no idea how much time had passed since the disaster, nor did he remember falling asleep. His throat and eyes were still stinging, and he drank a second bottle of water before he dared remove the clothes and take a look outside. A nauseating smell of overcooked meat assaulted him as he was faced with a vision of horror. The storm had calmed down, and the fire tornado had passed, leaving only a few small flames burning sporadically. There was almost nothing left of the area, except for damaged buildings and burned corpses, all covered with a coat of ashes.

Caleb stumbled backward and fell to the ground, unable to accept what he had just seen. Caleb took deep breaths as he prayed Nivitha was not amongst the dead. His prayers were interrupted by a massive coughing from the smoke permeating the air. Gathering his courage, he climbed out of the window and began to examine the bodies in spite of his repulsion. Some were so small that they could only belong to children. Some were alone, others were huddled together in a desperate gesture of protection. A melted doll was squeezed in a tiny scorched hand.

With each body he examined, Caleb's stomach grew a little more queasy, but he was forced to admit the truth: they were too badly burned for him to recognize any of them. He had just finished circling the building when he noticed that while most of the vehicles had partly melted or been smashed against buildings and trees, Nivitha’s car had just disappeared. He checked around to be sure, but found no trace of her blue Ford Focus. Tears of relief streamed down his face. Nivitha had escaped, he was sure, her ingenuity must have been the main component of her escape. He refused to believe it could be otherwise.

Now that he was reassured about his friend's fate, Caleb pondered his next move. His phone still had no signal, he was alone, there was no chance for the subway to still be functioning, and he had no idea how widespread the devastation was. 

For lack of a better idea, he decided to walk towards his apartment, which was about 2 or 3 hours away on foot. Hopefully, he would get out of the destroyed area quickly and find help, maybe even explanations. He wandered through the ruins and corpses for a long time. The warm autumn air was permeated with the acrid stench of corpses, and he found it increasingly difficult to keep from vomiting. A smoldering baby carriage stood in his way, and it was suddenly too much. He collapsed and retched everything he had ingested. The vomit burned his already sore throat and filled his mouth with a sour taste. Caleb stood shakily and moved away from the baby carriage, terrified of what he might see inside. He wished he had taken one of the water bottles with him, but he didn't go back
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