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Chapter 1







Tom Brennan stepped out of the cab at 200 Clarendon Street and felt the October wind cut through his jacket. Boston in fall always reminded him why he’d left corporate life behind. Too many concrete canyons, too much noise, too many people pressed together like sardines in a can.

“Keep the change,” he told the driver, handing over a twenty for the twelve-dollar ride from Logan.

The cabbie pocketed the bill without looking up from his phone. “Thanks, buddy.”

Tom grabbed his overnight bag and briefcase, then stood on the sidewalk watching the driver pull away. The Hancock Tower stretched above him, glass and steel reaching toward gray clouds. He checked his phone: 8:47 AM. The quarterly meeting started at ten.

His reflection stared back from the building’s lobby windows. Forty-two years old, graying at the temples, wearing his one good suit that still fit from his old life. The life before he’d bought forty acres in the Arkansas hills and built a cabin with his own hands. The life before Sarah had taken the kids and moved to Little Rock, claiming she couldn’t live “in the middle of nowhere with a man having a midlife crisis.”

“Tom Brennan for Consolidated Risk Management,” he told the security guard.

“Forty-second floor. Elevators are to your right.”

The elevator climbed smooth and silent. Tom watched the floors tick by on the digital display. In six hours, he’d be back at Logan catching a flight to Little Rock. Tomorrow morning, he’d drive his pickup truck home to the valley where cell service was spotty and the nearest neighbor lived three miles away. Where he’d split firewood and check his solar panels and maybe call Emma and Jake to see how school was going.

The elevator opened onto a reception area that screamed money. Marble floors, leather furniture, oil paintings of ships and seascapes.

“Mr. Brennan?” The receptionist smiled with perfect teeth. “Mr. Harrington is waiting for you in Conference Room A.”

Harrington stood when Tom entered. Tall, silver-haired, handshake like a politician.

“Tom, good to see you. How’s the hermit life treating you?”

“Can’t complain, Dave. You?”

“Busy as hell. Insurance claims are through the roof this quarter. Everybody’s suing everybody.” Harrington gestured to a chair at the polished conference table. “Coffee?”

“Black.”

Three other adjusters were already seated. Tom knew two of them from his Boston days: Janet Morrison, sharp as a knife and twice as cutting, and Bill Santos, who’d been working insurance longer than Tom had been alive. The third was younger, maybe thirty, with the hungry look of someone climbing the corporate ladder one rung at a time.

“Tom, meet Kevin Walsh,” Harrington said. “Kevin’s our new regional coordinator.”

Walsh extended his hand. “Heard good things about your work, Tom. That warehouse fire in Conway last month? Brilliant analysis.”

“Just followed the evidence.”

“Modest too.” Walsh smiled, but his eyes stayed cold. “I’ve been looking at your case load. Impressive clearance rate for someone working out of the sticks.”

Tom poured cream into his coffee and said nothing. Walsh was the type who measured success in billable hours and corner offices. Tom had been that type once, before he’d realized that success felt a lot like suffocation.

“All right, people,” Harrington said, settling into his chair. “Let’s talk business. Janet, what’s the situation with the Cambridge apartment complex?”

For the next two hours, they discussed cases, claim amounts, investigation schedules. Tom contributed when asked, took notes on three new assignments, and watched the clock on the wall creep toward noon. Through the conference room windows, he could see Boston Harbor in the distance, gray water under gray sky.

“I think that covers everything,” Harrington said, closing his leather portfolio. “Tom, you flying back today?”

“Six-fifteen flight to Little Rock.”

“Give my regards to the wilderness.” Harrington stood and shook hands again. “Always good seeing you, even if we can’t convince you to come back to civilization.”

“This is civilization?”

Harrington laughed. “Touché.”

Tom gathered his papers and headed for the elevator. In the lobby, he called Sarah from his cell phone.

“Hello, Tom.” Her voice sounded tired.

“Hey. Just finished the meeting. Thought I’d check in before I head to the airport.”

“Kids are at school. Emma has soccer practice until five. Jake’s got detention.”

“Detention? What for?”

“Smart mouth to his history teacher. Wonder where he gets that from.”

Tom leaned against a marble pillar and watched people stream past. Business suits, briefcases, everyone in a hurry to get somewhere important. “How are you doing, Sarah?”

“Fine. Busy. Work’s crazy.”

“Yeah, mine too.” He waited for her to say something else, but she didn’t. “Tell the kids I called?”

“Of course.”

“I’ll try Emma’s phone tonight.”

“She’ll like that. You know she misses you.”

“I miss her too. Both of them.”

“Tom…” Sarah’s voice softened. “Never mind.”

“What?”

“Nothing. Have a safe flight.”

The line went dead. Tom stared at his phone for a moment, then dropped it in his jacket pocket. Outside, the wind had picked up, rattling the windows of the Hancock Tower.

He walked to the Prudential Center for lunch, taking his time, enjoying the exercise after two hours in a conference room. Boston was expensive, crowded, polluted, but it had energy. People moved with purpose here. They had places to go, things to accomplish, lives that mattered in the grand scheme of things.

Tom’s life mattered too, just differently. He’d traded the energy for peace, the purpose for freedom. Some days he wondered if it was a fair exchange. Today wasn’t one of those days.

He found a sandwich shop on Boylston Street and ordered a pastrami on rye. The kid behind the counter looked maybe sixteen, with purple hair and a nose ring.

“You want chips with that?”

“Sure.”

“Pickle?”

“Yeah.”

“Twelve fifty.”

Tom handed over a twenty. The kid made change with practiced efficiency, fingers dancing over the register keys.

“Have a good day, man.”

Tom took his sandwich to a small table by the window. Outside, people hurried past in both directions, faces set against the October wind. He bit into the pastrami and watched the city move around him like water around a stone.

His phone buzzed. Text message from Emma: Dad when r u coming to visit

He typed back: Soon sweetheart. Miss you.

Miss u 2. Jake says hi.

Tell him to stay out of detention.

LOL will do. Love u

Love you too.

Tom finished his sandwich and checked the time. One-thirty. He could catch a cab to Logan, sit in the airport for three hours, or walk around Boston and remember why he’d left. He chose to walk.

The city felt different than it had five years ago when he’d lived here. Dirtier, maybe. More desperate. Or maybe he was different. Maybe living alone in the woods changed how you saw crowds of people.

He walked down Newbury Street, past boutiques and galleries, past coffee shops where people sat hunched over laptops like they were praying. At Berkeley Street, he turned toward the river. The October sun had broken through the clouds, warming his face.

Tom’s phone rang. Unknown number.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Brennan? This is Kevin Walsh. We met this morning?”

“Right. What can I do for you, Kevin?”

“I was wondering if you had time for a quick drink. There’s something I’d like to discuss.”

Tom checked his watch. Two-fifteen. “I’ve got a flight at six-fifteen.”

“Won’t take long. There’s a bar called McGann’s on State Street. Know it?”

“I’ll find it.”

“Great. See you in twenty minutes.”

Tom hung up and wondered what Walsh wanted to discuss that couldn’t wait for a phone call. In his experience, when corporate types wanted face-to-face meetings on short notice, someone was either getting promoted or fired. Since Tom worked freelance, he doubted it was a promotion.

He found McGann’s wedged between a bank and a cell phone store. Dark wood, brass fixtures, the smell of beer and fried food. Walsh sat at the bar nursing what looked like a scotch and soda.

“Tom, thanks for coming.” Walsh stood and shook hands. “What are you drinking?”

“Beer. Whatever’s on tap.”

Walsh signaled the bartender. “Two Guinness.”

They took their drinks to a corner booth. Walsh loosened his tie and leaned back against the vinyl seat.

“So,” Tom said. “What’s this about?”

“Direct. I like that.” Walsh sipped his scotch. “Harrington thinks highly of you. Says you’re the best investigator he’s worked with.”

“Dave’s prone to exaggeration.”

“Maybe. But your case clearance rate doesn’t lie. Ninety-three percent closed within sixty days. That’s impressive.”

Tom drank his beer and waited. Walsh was building up to something.

“The thing is, Tom, we’re expanding our New England operations. Opening offices in Hartford, Providence, maybe Portland. We need experienced people to run them.”

“I’m not looking for office work.”

“Hear me out. Regional manager position. Your own territory. Hire your own staff. Substantial increase in compensation.”

“How substantial?”

“Double what you’re making now. Plus benefits, company car, expense account.”

Tom set down his beer. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch. Well, one catch. You’d have to relocate. Hartford or Providence, your choice.”

“Not interested.”

Walsh leaned forward. “Tom, I’ve seen your file. You were making serious money in Boston before you… went native. You’ve got a ex-wife, two kids. College tuition coming up. You really want to spend the rest of your career living in a cabin, working piecemeal assignments?”

“Yeah, actually, I do.”

“Why?”

Tom looked out the window at the stream of people walking past. Suits and ties, cell phones pressed to ears, faces tight with stress.

“Because I like my life.”

“Come on, Tom. Nobody likes living in the middle of nowhere. You’re punishing yourself for something. Divorce guilt, maybe? Midlife crisis?”

Tom finished his beer and stood up. “Thanks for the drink, Kevin. And the job offer. But I’m happy where I am.”

“Think about it, at least. I’ll give you my card.”

“Don’t need to think about it.”

Walsh pulled out a business card anyway. “Take it. You might change your mind.”

Tom pocketed the card without looking at it. “Doubt it.”

Outside, the temperature was dropping and the wind had teeth. Tom checked his phone: 3:20. Time to head for Logan. He walked to the corner and raised his hand for a cab.

As he waited, he thought about Walsh’s offer. Double his current income. Benefits. Security. Everything a responsible father should want.

Everything he’d run away from five years ago.

A yellow cab pulled to the curb. Tom opened the back door and slid inside.

“Logan Airport,” he told the driver.

“Terminal?”

“American.”

The cab pulled into traffic. Tom watched Boston slide past the window. In three hours, he’d be on a plane to Arkansas. Tomorrow morning, he’d wake up to silence instead of sirens, trees instead of skyscrapers, clean air instead of exhaust fumes.

He pulled out his phone and called Emma.

“Dad! Where are you?”

“Boston. Heading to the airport.”

“How was your meeting?”

“Same old stuff. How was school?”

“Boring. Mrs. Patterson gave us a pop quiz in chemistry. I think I failed.”

“You’ll do fine. You’re smart like your mom.”

“When are you coming to visit?”

“Soon, Em. I promise.”

“You always say that.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I understand. You like your cave better than us.”

The words hit harder than she’d intended. Tom closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat.

“Emma, it’s not like that.”

“I’m kidding, Dad. Sort of.”

“I love you, sweetheart. You and Jake both.”

“I know. Love you too.”

The cab reached Logan at 4:15. Tom paid the driver, grabbed his bag, and headed for the terminal. Check-in took ten minutes, security another twenty. At the gate, he bought a magazine and a cup of coffee and settled into a plastic chair to wait.

Flight 847 to Little Rock was boarding in forty minutes. Tom opened his magazine but couldn’t focus on the words. He kept thinking about Emma’s voice on the phone, the hurt underneath her joke about the cave.

Maybe Walsh was right. Maybe he was punishing himself, hiding in the woods instead of being the father Emma and Jake needed. Maybe he should take the job offer, move closer to the kids, be part of their daily lives instead of a voice on the phone twice a week.

His cell phone rang. Sarah.

“Tom? Where are you?”

“Logan. Waiting for my flight. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I just… we need to talk.”

“About what?”

“Not on the phone. Can you come by the house when you get back?”

Tom looked at his boarding pass. Flight 847, departing 6:15, arriving Little Rock 8:30. Two-hour drive home from there.

“I can be there by eleven.”

“Thanks. It’s important.”

The line went dead. Tom stared at his phone, wondering what Sarah wanted to talk about that couldn’t wait for a phone call. In his experience, when ex-wives wanted face-to-face meetings on short notice, someone was either getting remarried or moving away.

Neither option appealed to him.

“American Airlines Flight 847 to Little Rock is now ready for boarding.”

Tom gathered his things and joined the line of passengers shuffling toward the gate. Behind him, Boston went about its business, ten million people pursuing ten million dreams in a city that never slept.

In six hours, he’d be home in the Arkansas hills where the only sounds were wind through pine trees and the distant call of owls. Where the nearest neighbor lived three miles away and the nearest traffic light was twenty-five miles down a winding mountain road.

Where he could pretend that the rest of the world didn’t exist.

At least until tomorrow.
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Tom stepped out of Anthony’s North End onto Hanover Street, checking his watch. 11:47 AM. The meeting had ended early, Harrington wrapping up the quarterly review in ninety minutes instead of the usual three hours. Maybe getting older made everyone more efficient, or maybe they just had less to say to each other.

The October sun felt good on his face after two hours in a windowless conference room. He’d grabbed lunch at Anthony’s because it was close to the harbor and he had time to kill before his cab to Logan. Real Italian food, not the chain restaurant garbage they served at the airport.

His phone buzzed. Text from Jake: Dad can u call me after school

Tom typed back: Flying home today. Call you tonight.

Important

Everything ok?

Ya just need to talk

Tom frowned at the screen. Jake wasn’t the type to reach out unless something was wrong. The kid had Sarah’s stubborn streak and Tom’s habit of keeping problems to himself.

Call you from Little Rock. Promise.

k thx

Tom pocketed the phone and walked toward the harbor. The North End bustled with lunch crowd energy, tourists mixing with locals, everyone moving with purpose. A street musician played saxophone near the Haymarket T station, his case open for donations. The melody drifted over traffic noise and conversation.

Tom dropped a five in the case. The musician nodded without missing a note.

At the corner of Cross Street, Tom’s phone rang. Unknown number again.

“Hello?”

“Tom, it’s Kevin Walsh. Hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“Just walking around. What’s up?”

“I wanted to follow up on our conversation yesterday. Have you given any more thought to the regional manager position?”

Tom stopped walking. A businessman in a hurry bumped into him, muttered something under his breath, kept going.

“Kevin, I told you yesterday—”

“I know what you told me. But I also know you’ve got two kids heading toward college age. Emma’s a junior, right? Jake’s a freshman?”

“How do you know that?”

“It’s my job to know. Look, Tom, I’m not trying to pressure you. But opportunities like this don’t come around often. Six-figure salary, full benefits, company car. You could move closer to your kids, be part of their lives again.”

Tom leaned against a lamppost and watched pedestrians stream past. A woman pushing a stroller, talking on her phone. Two college kids sharing earbuds, nodding to music only they could hear. An old man feeding pigeons from a paper bag.

“I appreciate the offer, Kevin. But my answer hasn’t changed.”

“Just think about it, okay? I’ll be in touch.”

The line went dead. Tom looked at his phone, then dropped it in his jacket pocket. Walsh was persistent, he’d give him that. Most corporate recruiters gave up after the first no.

Tom walked down to the harbor and found a bench facing the water. Cargo ships moved slowly across the gray expanse, heading for ports unknown. The wind carried the smell of salt and fish and diesel fuel.

He pulled out his phone again and called Sarah.

“Tom? I thought you were flying back today.”

“I am. Flight’s at six-fifteen. Just wanted to check on Jake. He texted me, said he needed to talk.”

“He’s fine. Teenage drama.”

“What kind of drama?”

Sarah’s voice went quiet. “Better if he tells you himself.”

“Sarah, if something’s wrong—”

“It’s nothing serious. Just… growing up stuff. You know how it is.”

Tom didn’t know how it was. He’d missed most of Jake’s growing up, first because of work, then because of the divorce, then because of his retreat to the mountains. The kid was fifteen and still felt like a stranger sometimes.

“I’ll call him tonight.”

“Good. He needs to hear from you.”

“What time should I come by? You said we needed to talk.”

“Eleven’s fine. Tom… bring an overnight bag.”

“Why?”

“Just do it, okay?”

The line went dead. Tom stared at his phone, wondering what Sarah was planning. In twelve years of marriage and three years of divorce, she’d never asked him to bring an overnight bag to her house.

A seagull landed on the bench next to him and fixed Tom with one black eye, like it was waiting for something. Tom broke off a piece of his sandwich crust and tossed it on the ground. The bird hopped down and grabbed it, then looked up expectantly for more.

“That’s all I got, pal.”

The seagull squawked once and flew away.

Tom checked his watch: 11:45. Time to head for Logan. He stood up and started walking toward the street to flag a cab.

That’s when the sky caught fire.

It started as a shimmer, like heat waves rising from summer asphalt. Tom looked up and saw light dancing across the blue October sky, green and gold ribbons that twisted and pulsed with unnatural beauty. Aurora borealis, except they were in Boston and it was the middle of the day.

Other people noticed too. Pedestrians stopped walking and stared upward. A woman pointed and said something to her companion. A businessman took out his phone and tried to take a picture.

The light grew brighter, more intense. Tom felt his phone buzz in his pocket, then go silent. Around him, car engines coughed and died. The businessman cursed and shook his phone.

“What the hell?” someone said.

The light pulsed once, brilliant as a camera flash, then faded. The sky returned to normal October blue, as if nothing had happened.

But something had happened. Tom could feel it in the sudden quiet, the way conversations had stopped, the way people looked around with confusion creeping toward panic.

Tom pulled out his phone. Dead screen. He pressed the power button. Nothing.

Around him, the city was grinding to a halt. Cars sat motionless in the middle of streets, drivers getting out to look under their hoods. The traffic lights had gone dark. A city bus blocked the intersection at Cross Street, passengers streaming out to stand on the sidewalk.

“Excuse me,” Tom said to the businessman who’d been trying to take pictures. “Is your phone working?”

The man shook his phone like a broken remote control. “Dead. Completely dead. Yours?”

“Same.”

A woman in a Red Sox jersey jogged over to them. “Did you guys see that light in the sky? My car just died. Engine won’t turn over.”

“Mine too,” called a man from across the street. “What the hell was that thing?”

Tom looked around at the scene developing on Hanover Street. Maybe thirty cars sat dead in a four-block stretch. People wandered between them, checking engines, trying cell phones, looking lost.

“Solar flare,” said an older man in a Patriots jacket. “Had to be. Electromagnetic pulse knocked out all the electronics.”

“Solar flares don’t work like that,” the Red Sox woman said. “Do they?”

“I don’t know. But what else could it be?”

Tom walked over to the nearest car, a blue Honda Civic. The driver, a woman maybe thirty, sat behind the wheel turning the key over and over.

“Anything?” Tom asked.

“Nothing. Not even the radio. It’s like the whole car just died.”

Tom looked down the street toward the harbor. Every car he could see sat motionless. No engines running, no horns honking. The normal soundtrack of city traffic had vanished, replaced by the sound of confused voices and footsteps on pavement.

A siren wailed in the distance, then cut off mid-note.

“We should get inside,” the businessman said. “Find a radio or something. Figure out what’s happening.”

“Radio’s not going to work if it’s electronic,” the Patriots fan said. “Need an old tube radio. Mechanical stuff.”

Tom started walking back toward Anthony’s. Behind him, he could hear more people getting out of their cars, voices rising with concern. Someone was crying. A child asked his mother why the cars had stopped.

Inside Anthony’s, the lunch crowd stood around looking confused. The lights were off, the cash register dark, the credit card machines silent.

“We’re cash only right now,” the hostess announced. “Some kind of power problem.”

Tom approached the bar. “You have a radio back there? Something that might still work?”

The bartender, a guy maybe sixty with gray hair and tired eyes, reached under the bar and pulled out a small battery-powered radio. He turned it on. Static filled the air.

“AM’s dead. Let me try FM.”

More static.

“Short wave?”

The bartender turned the dial slowly. Static, static, then suddenly a voice speaking rapid Spanish. Then static again.

“Try the emergency frequencies,” someone called out.

The bartender worked the dial. Nothing but white noise and the occasional burst of what sounded like Morse code.

“This is really happening, isn’t it?” a woman said. “Whatever that thing was, it killed everything electronic.”

Tom thought about his flight to Little Rock. Flight 847, departing 6:15. Except there wouldn’t be any flights now. The airport’s computers would be dead, the planes grounded, the air traffic control system dark.

He thought about Sarah asking him to bring an overnight bag. Like she’d known something was coming.

“I need to make a phone call,” Tom said.

“Phones are down,” the bartender said. “Everything’s down.”

Tom walked outside and started toward downtown Boston. He needed information, needed to understand what had happened and how long it might last. Most of all, he needed to find a way home.

The streets filled with people now. Pedestrians, passengers from dead buses and subway trains, drivers who’d abandoned their cars. Everyone moved with the same confused energy, like ants from a kicked anthill.

At Government Center, Tom found chaos. City workers stood outside their building, talking in clusters, some pointing toward the sky. A police officer directed foot traffic around a pile-up where three cars had collided when their engines died.

“Officer,” Tom called out. “What’s the official word on what happened?”

The cop looked maybe twenty-five, young face already showing stress. “No official word yet. Communications are down citywide. We’re operating on backup procedures.”

“How long before power’s restored?”

“Nobody knows. Could be hours, could be days. Depends on what caused it.”

Tom thanked him and kept walking. At City Hall, more crowds gathered. Someone had set up a battery-powered bullhorn and was trying to organize people, but his voice carried only fifty feet before the crowd noise swallowed it.

Tom checked his watch: 12:30. Forty-five minutes since the sky had burned. In that time, Boston had transformed from a functioning city to something approaching controlled chaos. What would it look like in six hours? Twelve hours? A week?

He thought about his cabin in the Arkansas hills. Solar panels, battery bank, generator for backup. Well water pumped by hand. Woodstove for heat. Food stores that could last months. Everything he’d built to be independent of the grid.

Everything he’d built to survive exactly this kind of situation.

If he could get home.

Tom turned and started walking back toward the harbor, pushing through crowds of increasingly agitated people. He needed to find transportation, needed to get out of Boston before panic set in.

Behind him, someone screamed. Then another voice, and another. Tom looked back and saw smoke rising from somewhere near Beacon Hill.

The city was starting to burn.















