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​Author’s Note on the Fictional Science

This is a work of fiction. Its central disaster, the Everwinter Bloom, the Harrow House, and the events surrounding Hallowell are invented. However, the novel draws inspiration from real concerns: climate-driven displacement, isolation studies, survival psychology, grief, the biology of memory, environmental contamination zones, abandoned cities such as Pripyat, controlled-environment experiments such as Biosphere 2 and Mars-analog isolation missions, and modern research on loneliness, attachment, and the human need for social connection.

The horror in this story is not simply the end of the world. It is the question of what a broken heart might accept if the lie were warm enough, familiar enough, and waiting behind a clean front door with dinner on the table.
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PROLOGUE
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The Year the World Forgot to Come Home

On the evening the world began to die, Clara Harrow set six plates at the dining table though only five people lived in the house.

She placed the extra setting at the far end, opposite Arthur’s chair, because that was where guests belonged. The fork went to the left of the plate. The knife and spoon went to the right. She folded the napkin into a neat white triangle and set a water glass above the knife, exactly where her mother had taught her to set it when Clara was nine and the house had still smelled of lemon wax and piano wood and rain drying on wool coats.

Outside, the sirens began again.

They had been going off all week: one long rise, three broken wails, one long fall. The emergency broadcasts called it a precaution. The schools called it a temporary closure. The mayor called it a weather event. The national networks called it atmospheric instability, then continental pressure inversion, then—when the skies over Ohio turned green at noon and the birds began falling dead across three states—an unprecedented bioelectric climate cascade.

Arthur called it nonsense.

He stood in the doorway between the kitchen and dining room with his tie loosened and his face shining with sweat. In one hand he held a half-empty glass of Scotch. In the other he held the remote control, though the television had gone black at 5:17 p.m.

“Clara,” he said, not for the first time, “we need to leave.”

She aligned the spoon by a fraction of an inch.

“Leave for where?”

“The shelter at East Mercer High. They said all residents west of the river—”

“They also said it would pass by morning.”

“That was yesterday.”

Clara looked toward the living room. Their son Daniel, thirteen and pale with fear he was trying to turn into sarcasm, sat on the carpet with a flashlight between his knees. He had taken batteries out of every remote and wall clock in the house. Their daughter Nell, seven, was under the coffee table in her yellow dress, whispering to the dog, Max, whose ears had not lifted for an hour.

On the mantel, the framed family photograph from the previous Christmas showed them all smiling in red sweaters under the old brick fireplace: Arthur, Clara, Daniel, Nell, and Clara’s mother, who had died in February and whose absence had turned the house into a museum of unsaid sentences.

A tremor passed through the floorboards.

The chandelier above the dining table flickered. The extra glass at the end of the table rang softly, a bright and delicate sound, like a child touching a spoon to crystal.

Arthur turned toward the window.

Across Hallowell Street, every other house was dark.

The Petersons had gone. The Velasquezes had packed their minivan two days earlier and never returned. Old Mrs. Elgin’s porch chair still rocked in the wind, empty, its floral cushion wet with greenish rain. The lawns were littered with paper masks, split branches, and the ash of things that had never burned.

Then, over the roofs of the neighborhood, the horizon flashed white.

Not lightning. Not fire.

Something too wide to be either.

The walls sighed.

Clara placed both palms on the table to steady herself. For a moment she smelled, impossibly, Sunday bread. Warm milk. Her mother’s perfume. Nell as a baby, damp-haired after a bath. Daniel’s first day of kindergarten, when he had refused to let go of the porch railing.

The scent filled the room so completely that she almost cried.

“Mom?” Nell called from under the coffee table.

Clara looked at her daughter.

The child’s eyes were fixed on the hallway.

Someone had knocked at the front door.

Three gentle taps.

Arthur did not move.

The sirens cut out mid-wail, leaving a silence so total that Clara heard the refrigerator humming in the kitchen and the tiny tick of the oven cooling after dinner.

The knock came again.

Three taps.

A pause.

Then a voice from the other side of the door said, “I’m sorry to arrive so late.”

Daniel stood up. “Dad?”

Arthur raised one finger to his lips and stepped into the foyer.

Clara followed him. She should have been afraid. Some part of her was afraid. Yet the larger part of her felt only the old social panic of being caught unprepared: hair not right, table not finished, house not clean enough for company.

The porchlight flickered through the stained-glass oval in the door.

Arthur looked through the peephole.

His face changed.

“What?” Clara whispered.

“There’s no one there.”

The voice outside said, “Everyone needs somewhere to go.”

Arthur stepped back from the door.

The lock turned by itself.

The deadbolt slid open.

The house exhaled.

From the living room, Nell began to scream—not because of what had entered, but because every photograph on the wall had changed at once.

There were new people in them now.

People Clara did not know.

People standing beside her Christmas tree, sitting at her dining table, smiling on her staircase, holding babies in rooms she had never seen.

People with dust on their clothes and hunger in their faces.

People who looked as if they had walked a very long way to find her.

The front door opened inward.

No figure waited on the porch.

Only the storm.

Only the green rain.

Only the white flash widening across the world.

And behind Clara, in the dining room, the sixth plate filled with food.​

PART ONE: THE ROAD THAT ATE ITS MAPS
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