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Prologue:

The world had gone dark—not just the sky, but the soul of civilization itself. A Coronal Mass Ejection (CME) had scorched the heavens and silenced the earth, stripping humanity of its technological lifelines. In the aftermath, the United Kingdom became a fractured land, its cities and towns descending into chaos as the rule of law crumbled like ash in the wind. Violence simmered, then boiled over, as desperation turned neighbour against neighbour. Blood was spilled, lives were lost, and the fragile threads of society unravelled.

Amid the turmoil, two groups found themselves on a collision course, their paths destined to intertwine in a tale of survival, betrayal, and hope.

Patsey and Brian: A Bond Forged in Fire

Patsey and Brian were teenagers adrift in a world that had abandoned them. Both bore the scars of lives lived on the margins, their pasts marked by hardship and loss. Thrown together by circumstance, they discovered a shared determination to escape the suffocating grip of despair. Portishead, once a vibrant city, had become a prison of escalating violence and dwindling resources. Patsey, fierce and resourceful, dreamed of reaching her parents’ secluded home on Bodmin Moor—a sanctuary far from the chaos. Brian, quiet but resolute, saw in her a kindred spirit and vowed to help her get there. Together, they forged a fragile alliance, their bond strengthened by a mutual promise: to survive, no matter the cost.

The Bristol Group: A Fragile Hope

Meanwhile, in a shared house in Bristol, six students faced the grim reality of their new world. Liam, the de facto leader, had seen the signs early—the riots, the looting, the slow collapse of order. When the CME struck, wiping out all technology and plunging the world into darkness, he knew they couldn’t stay. With Aiden’s pragmatism, Oliver’s quiet strength, Sophie’s sharp wit, and Harriot’s unwavering optimism, they made a desperate decision to leave Bristol before the city consumed them. Their destination was Emily’s family farm, an isolated smallholding on the edge of Bodmin Moor. There, her parents, Joe and Beth, worked the land with the help of Emily’s sister, Missy, her brother David, and David’s friend Andy. It was a place of safety, or so they hoped—a haven far from the anarchy of the cities.

A Gathering Storm

As Patsey and Brian fled south, and the Bristol group raced toward the moor, the stage was set for a fateful convergence. But the road to safety was fraught with danger, and their lives would never be the same again. Blood would stain the earth as a grim reminder of the cost of survival. In a world stripped of its comforts and its illusions, the survivors would be forced to confront the darkest corners of human nature—and the flickering light of hope that refused to be extinguished.
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Chapter 1 - Patsey, several years earlier.
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Murphy’s law

“When you’re finally on top of the world, gravity kicks in.”

Patsey’s childhood unfolded within the walls of an orphanage, a place where time moved in predictable rhythms—steady ticks of the clock, the soft shuffle of footsteps in the hallways, and the comforting hum of routine. To her, this was simply life as she knew it, and she found a quiet peace in its familiarity. It wasn’t a bad place, she often reminded herself. The meals were warm and filling, friendships bloomed easily, and the days were punctuated by small, joyful moments that made her world feel whole.

School gave her day's structure, a gentle cadence she came to rely on. Six days a week, after breakfast, she would sit in classrooms, learning the fundamentals of reading, writing, and arithmetic. But it was the creative hours that truly lit her up—drawing, painting, singing. These were the moments when she felt most alive, when her imagination could spill out in bursts of colour and melody, transforming the ordinary into something extraordinary.

Then, one unremarkable day, everything changed. Steve and Monica Robinson arrived like a sudden gust of wind, disrupting the calm Patsey had always known. At first, she felt a flicker of unease. Adoption was an unfamiliar concept, and the idea of leaving the only home she’d ever known stirred a quiet dread within her. The orphanage, with its predictable routines and familiar faces, was her anchor. What would life be like without it?

But Mrs Hodgkins, the headmistress, assured her that these strangers were to become her family. Slowly, Patsey began to see it too—the warmth in Steve’s smile, the kindness in Monica’s eyes. They weren’t just visitors; they were a promise of something new, something hopeful. Over the next week, they visited her daily, each encounter chipping away at her reservations. They took her on outings that felt like adventures—days at Sandy Bay, where the sea breeze tangled her hair and the sand clung to her toes, and afternoons in Mamhead Woods, where the trees whispered secrets, and the air buzzed with life.

Though the thought of leaving her friends behind tugged at her heart, Patsey couldn’t ignore the spark of excitement growing within her. On the day she climbed into Steve’s refurbished diesel Land Rover Safari, her emotions swirled—a mix of sadness, anticipation, and curiosity. As the engine rumbled to life, she took a deep breath, ready to step into the unknown. A new chapter was beginning, and though she didn’t know what lay ahead, she felt, for the first time, that it might just be something beautiful.

Patsey had braced herself for the unfamiliarity of life with Steve and Monica, but nothing could have prepared her for the tidal wave of change that swept her into a world both foreign and exhilarating. Armed only with Mrs Hodgkins’ reassuring words, she stepped into a new reality, one that felt as vast and uncharted as the open sky.

Starting school just a week after joining Steve and Monica, Patsey found herself adrift in a sea of unfamiliarity. The orphanage’s structured routines had been her anchor, but here, the world seemed to hum with a different energy. Her classmates chattered about gadgets and gizmos—mobile phones, once a rare sight in the hands of orphanage staff, now seemed to be in every pocket. These children spoke of toys as personal treasures, not shared belongings, a concept that both fascinated and bewildered her. It was a glimpse into a life she had never dared to dream of, one where individuality was celebrated, and possessions were personal.

Yet, Steve and Monica offered her a different perspective—one where experiences outweighed material things. They spoke of books that opened doors to new worlds, of the beauty of nature that no toy could rival. Their words resonated deeply with Patsey, stirring a longing for something more meaningful than the glittering distractions of consumerism. They lived on the edge of Bodmin Moor, in a place called Fresh Air Falls, a smallholding nestled in a gully where a gentle stream whispered secrets to the hills. Here, life was powered not by modern conveniences but by a water turbine and a modest array of solar panels on the barn roof. The house, inherited from Steve’s grandmother, stood as a testament to a life lived simply and self-sufficiently, untouched by the rush of the outside world.

Fresh Air Falls was a sanctuary, a place where power lines and phone connections didn’t intrude. Steve and Monica embraced this simplicity with quiet pride. Their only nod to modernity was an old flip phone that Steve would wave with a chuckle, saying, “What else could we ever need?” Their lives were a celebration of nature’s raw beauty—the rolling moors, the lush meadows, the symphony of life that echoed through the woods. And in Patsey, they found a kindred spirit, a young adventurer eager to explore this new world alongside them.

Under Steve’s patient guidance, Patsey discovered a passion for archery. Her small frame trembled with focus as she drew the bowstring, her determination unwavering as she released each arrow. Targets dotted the property, and with the bow Steve and Monica gifted her, she practiced daily, honing her skills with grit and precision. Her hard work paid off when, at her first outdoor pursuits camp—coinciding with her sixth birthday and the celebration of her official adoption—she claimed first prize in the junior archery competition. Steve and Monica beamed with pride, their hearts swelling with love for the daughter who had so seamlessly become part of their lives.

Steve also introduced Patsey to Taekwondo, spending countless hours teaching her the art. Though petite and lacking in physical strength, Patsey approached each session with fierce determination. Over time, her technique became impeccable; her movements fluid and precise. She could outmanoeuvre Steve with ease, though her strikes lacked the force to truly challenge him. “Strength will come with time,” Steve reassured her, his voice steady and encouraging. But Patsey couldn’t help the flicker of frustration that gnawed at her each time she failed to bring him down.

Monica, with her boundless energy and infectious laughter, became Patsey’s guide to the wild. Together, they scaled rocky cliffs and conquered towering peaks; Monica’s steady presence gave Patsy the confidence to push past her fears. With each step, each triumph, Patsey felt herself growing stronger, more assured, as if the mountains themselves were shaping her into someone new.

The three of them forged a bond that transcended words, rooted in shared adventures and quiet moments of connection. Whether they were hiking through rugged terrain, sitting around a crackling campfire, or simply sharing a meal under the stars, Patsey felt a deep sense of belonging. She had found her place in the world, nestled securely in the embrace of her newfound family.

On Patsey’s tenth birthday, they embarked on their grandest adventure yet—a two-week outdoor pursuits camp in the heart of the Whye Valley. Days were filled with exploration and exhilaration: hiking through rugged trails, Monica guiding Patsey up the imposing Seven Sisters cliffs with unwavering patience; canoeing down rushing rivers, their laughter mingling with the splash of paddles; braving wild rapids on a raft, the spray of water a testament to their shared courage. They fished in tranquil spots, foraged for wild plants, and pitched tents beneath star-strewn skies. Each moment was a thread in the tapestry of their shared life, weaving a story of love, resilience, and adventure.

As the sun dipped below the horizon on their final evening, painting the sky in hues of pink and gold, Patsey felt a profound sense of contentment. Surrounded by the beauty of nature and the love of her family, she knew she was exactly where she was meant to be. With Steve and Monica by her side, the world felt limitless, a place of endless possibilities waiting to be explored. In that moment, Patsey felt truly alive, her heart brimming with gratitude for the life she had been given and the adventures yet to come.

That Friday afternoon, Patsey sat at the back of the classroom, her mind drifting far beyond the walls of the school. The clock ticked sluggishly, each second stretching into an eternity as she daydreamed about the weekend ahead. Steve and Monica had promised an adventure—surf canoeing along the sunlit Devon coast of Torbay. She could almost feel the salty breeze on her face, hear the crash of waves against the hull, and see the sparkle of sunlight on the water. But in an instant, those dreams were shattered.

The classroom door creaked open, and the headmistress, Mrs Davids, stepped in, her presence casting an immediate shadow over the room. The air seemed to thicken, and the chatter of students fell silent. Patsey’s heart skipped a beat as the headmistress’s eyes locked onto hers.

“Patsey Robinson,” Mrs Davids said, her voice low and solemn, cutting through the stillness like a knife. “You’re to come with me.”

Confusion washed over Patsey as she rose from her seat, her legs moving mechanically. What could this be about? Had she done something wrong? Her mind raced as she followed Mrs Davids down the dimly lit hallway, the sound of their footsteps echoing like a drumbeat in her ears. The headmistress’s office loomed ahead, its door slightly ajar, and as they stepped inside, Patsey felt the weight of the room press down on her. The air was heavy, suffused with a sense of foreboding she couldn’t quite place.

Mrs Davids guided her gently to the plush two-seater sofa beneath the window, her expression softening with a tenderness that only deepened Patsey’s unease. The headmistress sat beside her, her hands clasped tightly, as if bracing herself for what came next.

Earlier, when the phone had rung and the police officer’s voice came through the line, the weight of the news hit the headmistress like a punch to the chest. The officer’s tone was calm but strained, explaining that due to a major train crash, they were stretched too thin to send anyone over until morning. “I’m sorry,” the officer said, “but you’ll have to be the one to tell Patsey. We’ve already alerted children’s services, and they’ll be in touch to arrange a safe place for her to stay.” The words hung in the air, heavy and unrelenting. She had stood there, clutching the phone long after the call had ended, her mind racing. How could she possibly find the words? How could she look Patsey in the eye and tell her that her world had just been shattered? 

But now, with Patsey trembling in anticipation beside her, it was time. The dread coiled in her stomach, cold and unyielding, but she knew there was no avoiding it. This wasn’t the kind of news that could wait, no matter how much she wished it could. Every second she delayed felt like a betrayal.

Taking a deep breath, she steadied herself. There was no easy way to do this, no gentle words that could soften the blow. It had to be done, and it had to be done now. Her heart ached at the thought of Patsey’s face, the confusion, the pain, the questions she wouldn’t have answers to. But she couldn’t put it off. Not this. Not ever. “Patsey,” she began, her voice trembling slightly, “I’m afraid I have some very difficult news to share with you.” She paused, her eyes searching Patsey’s face, as if trying to find the gentlest way to deliver a blow that could not be softened. “Your parents, Steve and Monica...” She hesitated, her voice catching. “They were returning from Exeter on the train, and... there was an accident. They... they didn’t make it.”
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Chapter 2 - Devastation.
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“There is always good news wrapped up in bad news, but the recipient of the bad news is rarely aware of it.”

Author - Unknown.

Mrs David's words hung in the air, sharp and unyielding, like shards of glass. Patsey stared at Mrs Davids, her mind refusing to process what she had just heard. Steve and Monica? An accident? It didn’t make sense. They were supposed to be picking her up soon. They were supposed to take her to the coast. They were supposed to be here.

“But... when will they get here, then?” Patsey asked, her voice small, trembling with a fragile hope that clung to the edges of her disbelief.

Mrs Davids’ face crumpled with sorrow as she reached out, placing a gentle hand on Patsey’s. “Oh, my dear,” she said softly, her voice breaking. “They’re not coming back. They’re gone.”

The words hit Patsey like a tidal wave, crashing over her with a force that left her gasping for air. Gone? How could they be gone? Steve, with his mischievous grin and endless patience, taught her archery and Taekwondo. Monica, with her infectious laughter and steady hands, guided her up cliffs and through forests. They were her family, her anchors, her everything. And now... they were gone.

A sound escaped her—a raw, guttural cry that seemed to come from somewhere deep within her soul. It echoed through the office, through the hallways, through the very fabric of her world. She crumpled forward, her small frame shaking with sobs as the reality of it all began to sink in. Mrs Davids wrapped an arm around her, holding her tightly, but no embrace could shield her from the crushing weight of her grief.

The world around her blurred, the edges of reality fraying as she struggled to comprehend the incomprehensible. Steve and Monica—her parents, her heroes, her heart—were gone. Just like that. No warning, no goodbyes. The life she had known, the future she had dreamed of, had been ripped away in an instant.

Within hours, Patsey found herself in the back of a car, being driven to an orphanage in Portishead. The familiar sights of Churchtown faded into the distance, replaced by unfamiliar streets and faces. The smallholding she had called home, with its chickens and goats, its rolling hills and whispering streams, felt like a distant memory, a dream she could no longer touch.

As she stepped into the orphanage, surrounded by strangers and the sterile smell of institutional living, Patsey felt utterly adrift. The weight of her loss pressed down on her chest, a constant ache that no amount of tears could ease. Steve and Monica were gone, and with them, the life she had loved. All that remained was a gaping void, a silence where their laughter used to be, and a question that echoed endlessly in her mind: ‘What happens now?’

Days turned into weeks, weeks turned into months, but the pain remained, a constant companion lurking in the shadows of her mind. She missed Steve's hearty laugh, Monica's gentle touch, the warmth of their embrace as they huddled together around the campfire.

But amidst the darkness, there was a flicker of light, a glimmer of hope that refused to be extinguished. It was the memory of Steve and Monica, their love and their laughter, that kept Patsey going, that gave her the strength to face each new day with courage and determination.

And as she looked out at the world beyond the orphanage walls, her heart heavy but her spirit unbroken, Patsey knew that Steve and Monica would always be with her, guiding her through the storm with their unwavering love. For even in the darkest of nights, there was always a sliver of light, a beacon of hope shining bright in her memories.

For Patsey, the orphanage was a stark contrast to the warmth and freedom of her life with Steve and Monica. From the moment she arrived, she felt suffocated by the rigid rules and the uncaring demeanour of the staff. The days dragged on, each one blending into the next in a monotonous cycle of boredom and despair.

The bitter cold of winter seeped through the cracks in the walls, chilling Patsey to the bone as she huddled beneath thin blankets in her drafty dormitory. In the sweltering heat of summer, she longed for the cool shade of the trees, the gentle rustle of leaves soothing her weary soul.

Even her bed seems to conspire against her. It had never been as comfortable as her bed at Fresh Air Falls, but with her sudden growth spurt she was rarely comfortable and resorted to sleeping on the floor.

But it wasn’t just the harsh conditions that made life at the orphanage unbearable for Patsey. It was the unending loneliness, the suffocating sense of being invisible in a world that seemed determined to overlook her. She felt utterly cheated by life, with little hope of ever finding happiness. Every day, she drifted through the orphanage’s cold, indifferent halls, her spirit weighed down by despair.

Her mind wandered to the warmth of campfires, surrounded by family and the friends she’d met at various camps. Even during day trips, she’d easily connected with strangers, sharing stories and laughter. Over the past four years, loneliness had never touched her. There was always someone nearby, watching over her, ensuring she felt safe and content.  

Most of her time was spent alone, her only solace found within the worn pages of books borrowed from the library’s dusty shelves. The library, rarely visited by others, was a hidden gem—a relic from the orphanage’s past as a prestigious girls’ school. The collection ranged from ancient volumes to contemporary novels, covering countless subjects. Patsey often wondered why the books were left behind, but to her, they were a lifeline, a shelter from the storm of her emotions.

With her lightning-fast reading skills and an almost photographic memory, Patsey devoured the books, losing herself for three or four hours each day in their stories. Even when she wasn’t in the library, she would sneak books to read in secluded corners, clinging to the narratives that offered a temporary escape from her bleak reality.

She carefully chose favourites like camping and survival guides to avoid drawing the staff’s attention, while immersing herself in classics such as Robin Hood, William Tell, Tom Sawyer, and Lord of the Flies. These stories provided fleeting moments of joy, but her hunger for deeper, more profound tales only grew stronger. Patsey preferred to take out books that the staff would approve of and keep the more captivating titles within the library, where she could read undisturbed.

As she progressed to authors like Nevil Shute, George Orwell, H. G. Wells, and Mary Shelley, her outlook on the future darkened. She delved into heavier novels that mirrored her hopelessness, turning to apocalyptic and dystopian stories by Stephen King, George R. R. Martin, Margaret Atwood, Cormac McCarthy, Philip K. Dick, Aldous Huxley, Suzanne Collins, Richard Matheson, Emily St. John Mandel, and Justin Cronin. Each book she read deepened her belief that happiness was an unattainable dream, reinforcing her sense of being abandoned by the world. The more she read, the more she felt trapped in her own personal nightmare, with no light at the end of the tunnel.

But even that small comfort was often stripped away from her. The caretakers deemed her “disruptive,” sending her to solitary confinement whenever she dared to speak out or question their authority. In the suffocating silence of her cell, Patsey felt the weight of her isolation pressing down on her like a heavy blanket, suffocating her spirit and stealing her hope.

The other children at the orphanage, who may have once had vibrant and youthful energy or dreams, now seemed to exist in a perpetual state of desolation, their spirits crushed beneath the weight of their shared despair. Hope, if it had ever lingered within their hearts, had long since evaporated into the ether.

Among them were seven other girls, their ages spanning from five to eight, their faces etched with the weariness of lives lived beyond their years. And then there was Jennifer, older than Patsey by a few years, though the exact number remained a mystery in the haze of their collective amnesia.

Amidst the sea of solemn faces, there was a solitary boy, his presence a mere whisper in the corridors of the orphanage. Barely seen outside the confines of the schoolroom, he inhabited the first floor of the boys's dormitory, a ghostly figure haunting the shadows. Gaunt and withdrawn, he moved through life with an eerie silence, his words lost to the void of his own solitude.

They moved through their days like automatons, their individuality stripped away by the relentless monotony of their existence. Each step, each breath, felt like a choreographed dance of resignation; their once-bright spirits dimmed by the harsh realities of their circumstances.

But amidst the bleakness, Patsey clung fiercely to the flicker of hope that still burned within her. She refused to succumb to the numbness that enveloped her peers, vowing to carve out her own path amidst the shadows of the orphanage. For she knew that to lose herself in the despair of her surroundings would be to surrender the very essence of her being, and that was a fate she refused to accept.

She couldn't help but liken the orphanage to a Victorian workhouse straight out of the pages of Charles Dickens, its walls echoing with the cries of the forgotten and the forsaken. The bland food, the harsh discipline, the rigid school atmosphere, the endless monotony of chores – it was a nightmare from which she couldn't wake, a prison without walls from which there was no escape.

Amidst the suffocating darkness, a small but fierce glimmer of light began to grow within Patsey. It was a spark of defiance, a refusal to let her circumstances define her. Each day, she clung to her dreams with renewed strength, holding on to the memories of Steve and Monica like lifelines in a storm. No matter how bleak life at the orphanage seemed, Patsey reminded herself that hope, even the smallest sliver, always existed. It whispered to her that possibilities were waiting to be uncovered, even when everything felt hopeless.

As she stared out beyond the orphanage walls, her heart heavy with grief but her spirit still unbroken, Patsey made a silent promise to herself: one day, somehow, she would find her way back to the freedom she craved—the wide-open spaces of Bodmin Moor that filled her dreams. She would not be beaten.

Two years into her confinement, Patsey realised she could no longer let herself drown in despair. She needed to act, to fight back against the emptiness that had taken hold of her. So, she began to exercise again. Drawing on the teachings of Steve, she resumed her Taekwondo training, every kick and strike reminding her she still had power over her life. She was determined to reclaim control.

Knowing the library was sometimes used by the staff, and wary of drawing attention from the “prison guards,” as she called them, Patsey sought out another forgotten part of the orphanage: the old sports hall. There, she found the solitude and space she needed, a sanctuary where she could rebuild herself in silence. Every movement, every breath, became a testament to her will to survive. She would not be beaten by the weight of her past. She was climbing out, step by determined step.
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Chapter 3 - A Glimmer of Light in the Darkness
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“In the midst of winter, I found there was, within me, an invincible summer.”

Albert Camus.

When Brian arrived at the orphanage, it felt as though a sliver of light had pierced the suffocating gloom that clung to the dreary institution like a shroud. For Patsey, who had long resigned herself to the monotony and isolation of her surroundings, his presence was like a breath of fresh air in a place that had felt stagnant for years. Here was someone new, someone who, like her, carried the weight of loss etched into his very being. His spirit, though battered, hadn’t been crushed, and in his eyes, Patsey saw a reflection of her own resilience. When their gazes met across the dismal dining hall, something shifted—a spark of recognition, a flicker of hope she had thought long extinguished.

From their very first conversation, Patsey knew Brian was different. He spoke of the outdoors with a passion that mirrored her own, his eyes lighting up as he recounted camping trips with his uncle, time spent at a survival camp, and a place he called a prepper camp. He spoke of adventures in the wild that felt worlds away from the sterile confines of the orphanage. It brought back memories of her times in these places with Steve and Monica. 

While the other children seemed content to retreat into their own solitary worlds, Brian’s stories stirred something deep within her—a longing for freedom, for the open sky, for a life beyond these walls.

To Patsey and Brian, the orphanage wasn’t just a place; it was a prison. The concrete yard, barren and lifeless, was nothing more than a cell without a roof. The nominal outdoor time they were granted felt like a cruel joke, a mockery of the freedom they craved. They were rats in a cage, their spirits suffocating under the weight of rules and routines designed to keep them in line. But together, they found solace in their shared defiance, their shared dreams of escape.

Over the weeks that followed, their bond deepened, forged in the fires of shared hardship and unspoken understanding. They became conspirators, partners in a silent rebellion against the institution that sought to confine them. They explored every corner of the orphanage, searching for weaknesses, for cracks in the system that might offer a way out. 

The orphanage loomed like a ghost of its former selves—a crumbling monument to faded grandeur. Once, it had been a prestigious girls’ school, and before that, the sprawling estate of a wealthy Victorian family. Over the years, it had been stretched and altered, its original elegance buried beneath a haphazard patchwork of additions. The flat-roofed gymnasium, kitchens, and dining hall were the most recent; their utilitarian design clashed starkly with the building’s once-refined architecture. But even these newer sections bore the scars of neglect, their flat roofs prone to leaking, leaving water stains that snaked from the ceilings down to the peeling walls. Rivulets of paint clung precariously, threatening to surrender to gravity, while cracks in the plasterwork hinted at the chaos that might come crashing down at any moment.

The formerly elegant interior now highlighted the extent of its deterioration. The once-opulent tiled floors had lost their lustre, a patchwork of missing tiles replaced with cold, unyielding concrete. Doors, layered with decades of paint, told a story of indifference—their surfaces chipped and scratched, revealing a macabre rainbow of colours beneath. The stained-glass windows, which had once cast brilliant hues across the halls, were now a memory. Broken panes had been replaced with plain glass or, unbelievably, even cheap plastic; their stark transparency a glaring reminder of what had been lost. But the smell was indescribable, a mixture of mould, body odour and neglect.

Every corner of the orphanage whispered of abandonment, a place where beauty had been left to rot. It was a shell of its former self, a relic of the past that now served as a stark backdrop to the lives of those who called it home.

Their whispered conversations, stolen beneath the canopy in the yard or in shadowed corners where the watchful eyes of the staff couldn’t reach, became a lifeline for both of them.

With Brian by her side, Patsey no longer felt the crushing weight of her solitude. He was her ally, her confidant, the one person who understood the ache of loss and the burning desire for something more. Together, they vowed to defy the odds, no matter how insurmountable they seemed. They knew the world outside was uncertain, even dangerous, but they didn’t care. Anywhere was better than here, as long as the grass met the sky in every direction.

As the last bell rang to their meagre three hours school day and students spilled into the evening air, Patsey lingered behind, her footsteps light but purposeful as she approached Brian. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, urgent and laced with mystery. “There’s a place,” she murmured, glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one was within earshot. Her eyes, wide with secret excitement, locked with his. “An old gymnasium, hidden deep in the school. It’s part of the old girl’s school building, abandoned now, tucked away in a forgotten corner. Nobody ever goes there. It’s off-limits—no cameras, no staff. Just... ours.”

Her words hung in the air like a fragile promise. “I’ve been going there for over a year,” she continued, a hint of pride in her voice. “No one knows. It’s a dead zone—no lights, no electricity. I’ve tried. Flicked the switch myself. It’s as if the place is frozen in time.”

Patsey’s eyes gleamed with a mix of defiance and reverence as she painted a picture of the place. The gym, cloaked in dust and silence, was a world apart from the rest of the school—a shadowy sanctuary where light filtered through grimy windows in muted streams, casting long, soft shadows across the forgotten floor. There, in the stillness, she had forged herself. She had poured hours into her Taekwondo training, pushing herself beyond limits, unchallenged and unseen. In that desolate space, away from prying eyes, she had found something rare—a sense of freedom, a chance to breathe, to exist without fear or restriction.

Brian’s eyes widened with interest as Patsey explained the advantages of the gymnasium. It was a sanctuary, a place where they could plan, train, and dream without the ever-present scrutiny of the staff. But getting there required caution. Patsey slipped him a carefully folded piece of paper, a map she had drawn detailing the route to the gymnasium and how to avoid the cameras that dotted the hallways.

Half an hour later, Brian stood at the gymnasium door, his heart pounding with a mix of excitement and apprehension. He pushed the door open gingerly, stepping into the darkness. The air was cool and still, the faint scent of dust and old wood filling his nostrils. As his eyes adjusted to the dim light, he knew Patsey would be waiting for him.

In that moment, the gymnasium felt like more than just a hidden room—it felt like the beginning of something. A place where they could reclaim a piece of themselves, where they could dream of a future beyond the walls that held them captive.

“Patsey, are you here?” he said in almost a whisper.

Patsey emerged from the shadows, her hand outstretched to Brian in silent invitation. “Follow me,” she murmured softly, her voice barely more than a whisper. “I know this place like the back of my hand.”

With Patsey leading the way, Brian navigated past the obstacles that littered their path, guided by her sure-footed confidence. They slipped into the old changing rooms, the air thick with the musty scent of neglect. From there, Patsey led him into a forgotten corner of the building, a room that had once served as the gym teacher's changing room and office, now cloaked in obscurity and shielded from prying eyes.

“I come to the gym to train and exercise,” Patsey explained, her words a murmur in the dim light. “I can manage training in the dark, but we'll need some light for our plans. I had scoped out this room on a previous visit. Even with the blinds down, it affords enough light for our needs. Don't worry about the gym. You'll soon get the hang of the equipment left behind in there. Once you're familiar with it, moving around will be a breeze.”

She paused for a moment for Brian to take it all in as his eyes surveyed the room.

“We need to map out this place,” she continued, her tone earnest. “I know the ground floor like the back of my hand, or at least most of it. We'll need to find a way out, avoiding the other cameras, and figure out how to disable the alarms on the doors leading outside. Even the fire doors have alarms. We need to be able to deactivate them if we're going to make it out undetected.”

“What about getting beyond the walls?” Brian queried; his brow furrowed in thought. “There are only two gates I know of, and they're locked.”

Patsey's expression darkened at the mention of the gates. “The one from the car park is out of the question,” she warned. “It's overlooked from the staff room and old Mrs 'Herr Führer' Fagin's office. We'll need the side gate, but getting out that way will require a key. And with the walls so high, even without the barbed wire, that, of course, will also be out of the question.”

“Do you know where that key is kept?” Brian inquired.

Patsey shook her head, her frustration evident. “Not a clue,” she admitted. “But we'll have to find out. I highly doubt there's just one.”

Their conversation sparked a renewed sense of determination in both of them as they moved to a dusty desk under the window. Using the inside of the back cover of her school jotter as a makeshift canvas, they began to sketch out a blueprint of the orphanage, each detail etched into the paper with painstaking precision.

“Okay, we know the fire exit at the end of the hall leads out to the yard,” Brian mused, his finger tracing the lines of their makeshift map. “But what about beyond the fire exit in the dining room?”

Patsey frowned, her brow furrowing in thought. “I don't know,” she confessed. “There are no windows on that side of the building for us to peek out of down here. It's all staff quarters, offices, or the kitchens. And I'm not allowed upstairs in the boys' dormitory. That is out of bounds to me, so I don’t know if there are any windows up there; that will be down to you.”

Brian nodded, his mind already racing with possibilities. “Well, there are only two rooms on that side up there,” he reasoned. “The rest is just the corridor. And the windows are all up high. One room is the staff room, and next to it are the staff toilets, or bathroom. It should be unlocked. I'll take a look tonight if I get the chance.”

As the realisation of the late hour dawned upon them, Patsey glanced at the clock on the wall. “It's getting late,” she murmured, her voice tinged with reluctance. “We need to get back before we're missed.” And with that, they made their way back to the dining hall for their evening meal, their minds already racing with plans for the night ahead.

As Patsey and Jennifer tackled the post-meal cleanup duty, their solitude was abruptly interrupted by the unwelcome arrival of Keith. Known for his less-than-savoury demeanour among the care staff, Keith wasted no time asserting his authority, barking orders at the two girls with a sense of entitlement.

With a dismissive flick of his wrist, Keith hurled a rag at Jennifer; the cloth fluttered through the air before hitting her and landing at her feet. “Wipe the tables,” he barked, his voice sharp and commanding, cutting through the room like a whip. Jennifer froze; her hesitation was brief but evident. It was all Keith needed. His patience snapped, and he lunged forward, his hands closing around her waist as he yanked her toward him with a predatory grin.

Patsey’s vision blurred with rage. She didn’t think—she moved. In one fluid motion, she drove her foot into the back of Keith’s knees, the force of her kick sending him crumpling to the ground with a satisfying thud. He groaned, writhing in pain, but Patsey was already stepping between him and Jennifer, shielding the poor girl with a protective stance.

Keith’s face twisted with fury, his curses erupting like a volcano. “You little—bitch,” he snarled, scrambling in his prone position, his hand shooting out to grab Patsey’s leg. She sidestepped his grasp with ease; his fingers clawed at empty air before flopping uselessly to the floor. Seizing the moment, Patsey brought her foot down hard on his hand, the crunch of bone and flesh beneath her boot punctuated by his howl of pain.

“You’re a dead girl,” Keith spat, his voice dripping with venom, his eyes burning with hatred as he cradled his injured hand. But Patsey stood tall, her jaw set, her defiance unshaken. She met his glare with a steely resolve, her silence louder than any retort. In that moment, she wasn’t just defending Jennifer—she was drawing a line, daring him to cross it again.

Patsey snapped. Her body moved before her mind could catch up. Spinning on her heel, she launched herself into the air, coming down with all her weight and force, driving her elbow hard into Keith’s spine. He let out a guttural cry, collapsing under the impact just as three care staff burst into the room, their faces a mixture of shock and alarm.

Before Patsey could catch her breath, Mrs Humber was on her. The woman’s fingers clawed into Patsey’s hair, yanking her upright with a brutal grip that sent searing pain through her scalp. But Patsey wasn’t about to be subdued. Gritting her teeth, she twisted her body and slammed her heel down onto Mrs Humber’s foot with every ounce of strength she had. The woman gasped, her grip loosening as she staggered back.

Patsey didn’t hesitate. Drawing on the self-defence techniques Steve had drilled into her, she pivoted, using Mrs Humber’s own momentum against her. With a sharp, calculated motion, she drove the heel of her hand upward in a brutal uppercut, striking the woman’s jaw with a crack that echoed through the room. Mrs Humber’s eyes rolled back as she crumpled to the floor, her body hitting the ground with a heavy thud.

The room fell silent for a heartbeat, the other staff frozen in place, their faces pale with disbelief. Patsey stood tall, her chest heaving, her fists clenched. Her eyes burned with defiance as she glared at them, her voice cutting through the tension like a blade.

“What?” she shouted, her tone dripping with fury. “You condone this child molester’s actions? That makes you just as bad as him!”

The words hung in the air, sharp and unrelenting, as Patsey braced herself for whatever came next. She had drawn her line in the sand, and there was no turning back.

Suddenly, rough hands seized her from both sides. The two care staff gripped her arms with bruising force, their fingers digging into her skin as they dragged her down the hallway like a rag doll. Patsey thrashed and twisted, but their hold was unrelenting. They flung her into the detention room, her body slamming against the cold, hard floor. Before she could even catch her breath, the door crashed shut with a deafening bang, the lock clicking into place like a death knell.

Patsey scrambled to her feet, her voice rising in a furious roar. “Wait until the inspectors come! I don’t care what you do to me—I’ll tell them everything! Every last bit of it!” Her words echoed off the bare walls, sharp and defiant, a promise she intended to keep.

Outside the door, she heard muffled voices—low, hurried mutters she couldn’t quite make out. But the tone was unmistakable: unease, hesitation, maybe even fear. They had heard her. They knew she meant every word. And for the first time, Patsey felt a flicker of satisfaction cut through her rage. They could lock her in this room, but they couldn’t silence her. Not forever.

In the pale, early light of the second day, the door to the detention room flew open with a jarring suddenness. Standing there was Mrs Fagin—or “Herr Führer,” as the kids had bitterly nicknamed her. Her face was twisted in pain, one hand clutching her chest as if trying to hold herself together. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came. Instead, her legs buckled, and she collapsed to the ground in a heap, her hand pressed to her heart. Her face turned ashen, her eyes wide and unblinking, fixed on the ceiling above as the lights blinked out.

Patsey, despite the deep-seated disdain she held for the woman, didn’t hesitate. She rushed to Mrs Fagin’s side, dropping to her knees. She waved a hand in front of the woman’s staring eyes—no response. Frantically, she pressed her fingers to Mrs Fagin’s wrist, then her neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing. The woman was gone.

Without wasting another second, Patsey bolted to the dining room, knowing breakfast was about to be served and that help would be there. Bursting through the doors, her voice rang out, sharp and urgent. “Mrs Fagin has collapsed. I think she’s dead.”

The words hung in the air as Patsey finally took in the scene before her. The room was eerily dark; the only light filtering through the dusty slats of the high windows. The few people scattered around the room turned to her, their faces etched with surprise and confusion. It was then that Patsey noticed the silence—the absence of the usual hum of electricity. Her voice softened, though it carried an edge of unease. “Why are the lights off?”

No one answered. The silence stretched, heavy and foreboding, as the reality of the situation began to sink in. Something was wrong—deeply wrong—and Patsey’s instincts screamed that this was only the beginning.

Brian burst into the dining room, his breath ragged from rushing down the stairs in the dark. He stumbled as he entered, barely catching himself on the edge of a table. “Nothing’s working,” he blurted out, his voice tinged with panic. “The power’s out. Everything’s dead.”

Their eyes met in the dim light, and in that moment, the truth hit them like a thunderclap. The dim light from the slatted windows, the eerie silence, the absence of any hum or buzz—it all made sense. “The power’s out,” they murmured in unison, their voices low but laced with realisation.

Brian’s eyes darted toward the far end of the room. “That door,” he said, pointing, “leads to a compound at the back. There’s a gate. It’s not locked.”

As if on cue, the care staff and half the kitchen staff hurried down the corridor, their footsteps echoing as they went to investigate Mrs Fagin’s collapse. The moment their backs were turned, Patsey and Brian exchanged a quick, knowing glance. Without a word, they slipped away, moving swiftly and silently through the rear fire escape. The door creaked faintly as they pushed it open, the cool morning air hitting their faces as they stepped into the unknown. 

Behind them, the orphanage loomed like a relic of a dying world. Ahead, freedom beckoned—uncertain, dangerous, but theirs for the taking.
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Chapter 4 - Freedom.
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“The danger lies not in the journey but in never taking the first step.”

Author - Unknown.

As they stepped beyond the gate, uncertainty hung heavy in the air. Patsey paused, her eyes lifting to the heavens as if searching for guidance. The sky stretched endlessly above, a vast canvas of possibilities. “That’s east,” she murmured, her voice steady despite the chaos swirling around them. “We need to head south.” With a sharp gesture toward the road ahead, she set their course, and without another word, they broke into a run.

Their footsteps echoed against the pavement, a rhythmic drumbeat of desperation and resolve. Each stride was a battle, their lungs searing with the effort, their breaths coming in ragged gasps. The world blurred around them as they pushed forward, driven by a shared determination that refused to waver. But even the fiercest resolve has its limits. Finally, their bodies screaming for relief, they stumbled to a stop, chests heaving, the taste of exhaustion sharp on their tongues. Their bodies failed them. They were no longer as fit as they once had been. The total lack of exercise they were both used to before the orphanage had contributed to their bodies being so out of shape.

The town park loomed before them, its iron gate a silent sentinel. Patsey, still breathless, pointed wordlessly toward it, and they staggered inside, seeking sanctuary. The park was a world apart—quiet, still, and untouched by the chaos they had left behind. They collapsed onto a bench, their bodies sinking into the hardwood slatted seat as they fought to steady their breathing. The tranquillity of the park wrapped around them like a blanket, a fleeting moment of safety from anyone looking for them. For now, they were safe. 

“Did you see all those crashed and stopped vehicles? How would the loss of power stop cars?” Patsey inquired, her brow furrowing in concern.

“I don't know,” Brian confessed, his voice tinged with doubt. “Maybe something bigger has happened.”

“Like what?” Patsey asked, her confusion evident in her tone.

“Search me, but something has happened. Just listen,” Brian urged, his voice hushed. “Apart from some distant voices, there is nothing, not a sound. Even in the orphanage courtyard, it was noisy. Cars, sirens, banging—it was never quiet. Was it?”

“To be honest, what does it matter? We are out of that prison, and I’m never going back there,” Patsey interjected. “Anyway, forget about that for now; I'm parched.”

“Agreed. I've been to parks like these before. They always have a drinking fountain somewhere. Let's find it. I could use a drink too,” Brian suggested.

After some searching, they finally stumbled upon a drinking fountain and eagerly quenched their thirst.

“Where do we go from here?” Brian murmured, more to himself than to Patsey, his gaze fixed on the horizon as if it might hold the answer.

Patsey heard him and turned, her voice steady but edged with practicality. “More importantly, how do we get there? We’ve got no money, no food, no extra clothes—just what we’re wearing.”

Brian blinked, as if the reality of their situation had only just dawned on him. “I hadn’t even thought about that,” he admitted, running a hand through his hair.

They found a bench beneath the sheltering branches of a massive oak tree and sat down. Patsey leaned her head against Brian’s shoulder, her voice heavy with frustration. “What the hell do we do now?”

Brian let out a long sigh, his shoulders sagging under the weight of their predicament. “I honestly don’t know. I didn’t think that far ahead.” He paused, then straightened slightly, a flicker of determination in his eyes. “But let’s count ourselves lucky for now. We’re out of that dungeon. I never want to set foot in a place like that again. It was... beyond bad.” He glanced at her, his tone shifting. “We need to get out of town. My uncle taught me how to survive off the land. We’ll find enough wild food to eat.”

Patsey lifted her head, a spark of hope breaking through her weariness. “That’s a good idea. Steve taught me about wild food, too. We spent a week in a forest retreat in Dorset and two weeks in Wales, living off the land with nothing but what we could forage. I know what’s safe to eat and what’s not.”

Brian nodded, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “So we’ve got the ‘where’. Now all we need is the ‘how’.” He leaned back, staring up at the canopy of leaves above. “Let me think.” 

For a moment, they sat in silence, the weight of their next steps pressing down on them. But for the first time since they’d fled, there was a glimmer of possibility—a plan forming in the quiet space between them. 

Over an hour had passed in silence before Patsey finally spoke, her voice cutting through the stillness like a knife. “We need to start making a mental list of what we’re going to need,” she said, her tone firm and resolute.

Brian looked up, his brow furrowed. “But where are we even going?” he asked, his voice tinged with uncertainty. “Out of Portishead—that much I know. But once we’re out of town, what then? Where do we go from there?”

Patsey’s eyes narrowed as she focused, her mind racing. “My adoptive parents had a place on Bodmin Moor,” she said slowly, as if piecing together a plan as she spoke. “They didn’t have any relatives, as far as I know. The place will be empty. It’s isolated, hidden from view. It has everything we need. We can live there.”

Brian’s expression shifted, a flicker of hope breaking through his doubt. “Well, we’ve both been camping before, so we have an idea of what we’ll need. Let’s start that list. I’ve got a pencil,” he said, patting his pocket. “We just need something to write on.”

Without a word, Patsey stood and walked over to a nearby waste bin. She rummaged for a moment before returning with a flat, slightly greasy cardboard lid from a Kentucky Fried Chicken box. “Will this do?” She asked, holding it out to Brian.

He took it, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “Perfect.” 

With the makeshift notepad in his hands, Brian poised the pencil over the surface, ready to jot down their survival plan. For the first time since they’d fled, the path ahead seemed a little clearer, the weight of their uncertainty lifting just enough to let them breathe.

They began with the essentials: food and water. Then, they reasoned that a water container and filter would be more practical. Next on their list were sturdy boots for walking and warmer clothing. “Matches,” Patsey suggested, followed by “a knife,” she added. Brian diligently recorded each item before adding a length of canvas and sleeping bags.

“The list is all well and good, but how the hell are we going to buy all this?” Patsey voiced her concern.

Brian shrugged. “We'll need these supplies even if we stay here. We just have to find a way. What that way is, as usual, I don't have a clue yet. But you can be sure, I'll think of something.”

Sitting there in the silence as they contemplated how they would obtain what they needed, Patsey’s mind wandered. Her thoughts drifted back to a week she’d spent at a prepper camp, a place where paranoia and preparation walked hand in hand. The people there had been certain—utterly convinced—that society was teetering on the edge of collapse. The ‘how’ of it all had been a constant topic of heated debate. One theory, half-remembered now, had stuck with her: something called an EMP, an electromagnetic pulse. It could be triggered by a nuclear weapon detonated high in the atmosphere, they’d said, or by a CME—a coronal mass ejection from the sun. She recalled fragments of the conversation: a massive solar flare, a burst of plasma, and something called the Carrington Event. 

The Carrington Event. The name came back to her like a ghost. It had happened in the summer of 1859, or so she thought. She remembered them describing how it had sparked fires, killed telegraph operators, and fried batteries and telegraph lines. Even the railway tracks had been electrified, humming with currents they were never meant to carry. Back then, though, it had been little more than a curiosity for most people. Life went on because life didn’t rely on electricity. There were no cars, no computers, no fragile grids holding civilization together. But now? The preppers had been adamant: if something like that happened today, it would be catastrophic. Every modern convenience—every gadget, every car, every power grid—would be obliterated. Computer chips would be fried, transformers melted, circuits reduced to useless husks. Even the cars they relied on, now dependent on computers to function, would be nothing more than lifeless metal shells.

Patsey’s stomach churned as the pieces began to click into place. Was this what was happening now? Could it be another Carrington Event? The thought sent a chill through her. She remembered the preppers saying these events happened roughly every 150 years. If they were right, the world was long overdue. But she couldn’t be sure—not yet. She needed to think, to observe, to see if the surrounding chaos matched the warnings, she’d half-listened to. What wasn’t working? What had failed? She cursed herself for not paying closer attention. Back then, it had all felt like the ramblings of doomsday fanatics. Now, though, it felt like a lifeline.

She glanced at Brian, silent beside her, and bit her tongue. She wouldn’t say anything yet. Not until she was sure. But the weight of what she’d remembered pressed down on her, heavy and unrelenting. The world had changed in an instant, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were standing on the edge of something far darker than they could imagine.

Hunger clawed at their stomachs, a relentless reminder of their dire situation. With no clear plan but driven by the primal need for food, they decided to keep moving. Sitting still only made the hunger sharper, more unbearable. “We won’t find food just sitting here thinking about it,” Patsey said, her voice cutting through the silence. “What do we have to lose?” Her words were a spark, igniting their resolve. They had to keep going, even if it was just to outrun the gnawing emptiness inside them.

As they wandered into the heart of Portishead Town Centre, the eerie quiet was broken by the sound of raised voices and the sharp clatter of a metal shutter being slammed down. The noise echoed through the deserted streets, jarring and out of place. Rounding a corner, they spotted a man frantically locking up a shop—a sport and camping store, though they didn’t realise it at the time. He moved with hurried, jerky motions, his head darting from side to side as if expecting trouble. Just as they approached the steps leading to the store, he spun around, nearly crashing into them. 

He stumbled back, caught himself, and muttered a quick, breathless apology. But his eyes were wide, his face pale. “Get out of here, kids,” he said, his voice low and urgent, like a warning hissed in the dark. “It’s not safe around here.” Before they could respond, he was gone, sprinting down the street and disappearing around a corner, leaving them standing there, stunned and uneasy.

His words hung in the air, heavy and foreboding. They exchanged uneasy glances, the man’s urgency seeping into their own nerves. As they pressed on, the town centre felt wrong—unnervingly still, like a stage after the actors had fled. Where were the people? The bustling shops? The life that should have filled these streets. Instead, they found silence and shuttered windows; the few open stores seemed out of place, like relics of a world that had already moved on. 

Every step heightened their unease. The man’s warning echoed in their minds, a constant drumbeat of caution. They moved carefully, their senses sharp, every shadow and sound magnified. Something was wrong—deeply wrong—but they couldn’t turn back. They had to keep going, even as the surrounding emptiness whispered of dangers they couldn’t yet see.

Suddenly, a sharp ‘bang’ shattered the stillness, its echo ripping through the air like a crack of thunder. Brian froze, his body instinctively tensing. It took him a heartbeat too long to realise what it was—a gunshot. The man’s warning flashed in his mind: ‘It’s not safe around here.’ His eyes darted frantically, scanning the empty streets, but the shooter was nowhere to be seen. The sound had come from ahead, somewhere in the distance. Without thinking, he grabbed Patsey’s arm and pointed to the alleyway behind them.

“Down there!” he shouted, his voice tight with urgency. “I think that was a gunshot!” 

As if to confirm his fears, several more shots rang out in quick succession, each one louder and closer than the last. The sharp reports sent a jolt of adrenaline through them, and they didn’t hesitate. They bolted down the narrow alley, their footsteps slapping against the pavement, their breaths coming in shallow gasps. The world blurred around them as they ran, their only focus on putting distance between themselves and the danger. 

A cyclist shot past them, going in the opposite direction, his face a mask of sheer panic. He didn’t stop, didn’t look back—just pedalled harder, as if the devil himself were on his heels. Brian’s eyes caught movement ahead, a sliver of opportunity: an open door, barely visible in the dim light. 

“In here!” he yelled, veering toward it. 

Patsey didn’t need to be told twice. She followed him inside, then yanked the door shut behind them with a loud ‘thud’. The sudden darkness was suffocating, wrapping around them like a thick blanket. For a moment, the only sound was the ragged rhythm of their breathing, loud and uneven in the confined space. 

Brian fumbled blindly, his hands scraping against the walls as he searched for a light switch. His fingers finally brushed against it, and he flipped it with a flick of desperation. Nothing happened. The room remained pitch-black. 

“Idiot,” he muttered under his breath, the word dripping with frustration. “No electricity.” 

The realisation hit them both like a punch to the gut. They were trapped in the dark, with danger lurking just outside, and no way to see what lay ahead.

For a moment, they stood frozen, their breaths shallow as their eyes slowly adjusted to the faint light seeping through the cracks around the door. The room was cloaked in shadows, its air thick with the scent of dust and decay. Old boxes and forgotten relics loomed in the darkness, their shapes vague and indistinct. Despite the eerie atmosphere, the space felt safe—at least for now. The walls seemed to swallow the chaos outside, muffling the distant sounds of gunfire and shouting.

“Gunfire? What the hell is going on out there?” Brian hissed, his voice a mix of anger and disbelief.

“I know,” Patsey whispered back, her tone tense. “Where are the police? Shouldn’t they be handling this?”

Brian shot her a sharp look, even though she could barely see it in the gloom. “Be careful what you wish for. We’re in a building we shouldn’t be in, and we just ran away from the orphanage. The last thing we need right now is the police showing up.”

Patsey hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. “Yeah... you’ve got a point.”

Brian’s mind raced, his thoughts spinning in a dozen directions at once. They needed to stay hidden, to wait out whatever madness was unfolding outside. He motioned for Patsey to stay quiet and began to inch forward, his hands brushing against the walls as he explored the small room—which turned out to be a narrow corridor. He searched for anything they could use to defend themselves, though he knew it was a long shot. Against firearms, a makeshift weapon wouldn’t do much good.

The sound of gunfire outside had only deepened his confusion. What was happening? His mind flickered through scenes from ‘The Day of the Triffids’ and ‘I Am Legend’, but neither explained the power outage or the dead cars. A more realistic possibility began to take shape: an attack. Maybe from Russia or China. An EMP—an electromagnetic pulse—seemed like the most plausible explanation. It would explain the blackout, the dead vehicles, the chaos. But right now, the ‘why’ didn’t matter. What mattered was survival. Staying hidden. Avoiding whoever was out there with guns. And, if the police showed up, praying they wouldn’t get caught looting a shop.

Patsey, meanwhile, was wrestling with her own fears. She half-expected a sudden pounding on the door, followed by a booming voice:  “Police! Come out now!” The thought of being dragged back to the orphanage made her stomach churn. But the lack of electricity gnawed at her, a constant, unsettling reminder that something was deeply wrong. She’d read enough post-apocalyptic novels to know there were plenty of explanations for a blackout, but the dead cars narrowed it down to two: a Coronal Mass Ejection—a massive solar storm—or an EMP. Both were terrifying, both fit with what she’d heard at the prepper camp. But right now, all they could do was stay hidden and hope for the best.

Brian, still feeling his way along the wall, stumbled into an opening. He stepped through, only to be startled by the sudden clatter of a beaded curtain. “Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, his frustration mounting as he tripped over unseen boxes in the darkness. “I can’t see a bloody thing,” he admitted, his voice tinged with exasperation. The absence of light made every step feel like a gamble, every shadow a potential threat.

From behind him, Patsey’s voice cut through the tension, calm and steady. “Stay there. I’ve got this. I’ll find a light or something. We’re safe in here for now. Nobody will know we’re here if we keep quiet. Let me see what I can find. I’m used to moving around in the dark,” she assured him, her words a lifeline in the suffocating blackness.

Brian nodded into the void, knowing full well Patsey couldn’t see the gesture. The minutes stretched on, each one heavier than the last, the oppressive darkness pressing in on him like a weight. The silence was suffocating, broken only by the occasional crack of a distant gunshot, each one sending a fresh jolt of adrenaline through his veins. He clenched his fists, resisting the urge to call out to her. The risk was too great. One wrong sound, one careless word, and they could be discovered.

As the seconds dragged into what felt like hours, his mind spiralled. Was she okay? Had she run into trouble? The uncertainty clawed at him, feeding his growing anxiety. He strained his ears, desperate for any sign of her—a footstep, a whisper, anything. The tension was so thick he could almost taste it, his heart pounding so loudly he was sure it would give them away.

Then, just as his nerves were about to snap, a faint flicker of light cut through the darkness. Brian’s breath caught in his throat as the beam of a torch swept into view, slicing through the black like a lifeline. Relief flooded through him, warm and immediate, as Patsey rounded the corner, the torch in her hand and a look of quiet triumph on her face.

“Sorry,” she said, her voice soft but laced with a hint of amusement. “Putting batteries into a torch in the dark was harder than I expected.” She gave a small laugh, the sound oddly comforting in the grim surroundings. “But wait until you see what I’ve found.”

Brian exhaled sharply, the tension in his shoulders easing. “Thank you, Patsey,” he said, his voice trembling with gratitude. “You had me worried there for a minute.”

Patsey held the torch steady, its beam illuminating the space between them as Brian fumbled with the battery packaging. He slid the batteries into place, his hands shaking slightly, and clicked the torch on. It came with a set of lenses—red, green, and blue—though he had no idea why. Shrugging, he stuffed them into his pocket. They might be useless, but in a world that had suddenly turned upside down, he wasn’t about to leave anything to chance.

With his torch now casting a steady beam of light, Patsey took the lead, guiding them deeper into the shop. Brian swept the beam across the shelves, his astonishment growing with every passing second. The sheer abundance of supplies was staggering.

“Someone up there is looking out for us,” Patsey murmured, her voice tinged with awe. “Still got your list? Toss it. If we can’t find what we need in here, it doesn’t exist.”

It didn’t take long for them to realise where they were: a sport, camping, and fishing shop—the very one they’d seen the man locking up earlier, the one who had nearly barrelled into them on the street. The place was a goldmine. Shelves groaned under the weight of tents, sleeping bags, cooking gear, fishing equipment, and an array of survival supplies. It was as if fate had dropped them into a treasure chest in the middle of a nightmare.

Brian’s heart swelled with a flicker of hope as he took it all in. “This is unbelievable,” he said, his voice hushed with wonder. “Everything we need is right here.”

Patsey’s eyes gleamed with determination. “Let’s get to work. We need to gather as much as we can and be ready to move if anyone else shows up.”

“We were meant to find this place,” she added softly, her tone almost reverent. “Let’s not waste this chance.”

Brian nodded, his resolve
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