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“LILA!” HE SNARLED, the sound like a low growl scraping through his teeth. “Lila! Get over here!”

He fought his way through the overgrown mess of vines, ferns, and wild grass that choked the ground beneath the shadow of the towering trees. Each step was a grunt, as if his muscles were dragging through the dense tangle. Maybe it was the poison ivy, coated thick over the past months, or the soothing warmth he’d built up from swigging the tepid whiskey for hours. Either way, he trudged forward, careless.

The undergrowth was a thick carpet of cool-season grasses – bottlebrush and prairie dropseed – normally sparse in the Adirondacks. But since the Flash, they thrived in the dry soil and the colder, perpetual night.

“Goddamn, Lila,” Gaffigan muttered, tossing back another swig of the whiskey and plopping down on a dead log.

He set the bottle on the forest floor, then dug into the leather satchel slung over his shoulder. After fumbling for a moment, he pulled out a tube of SPF 80 sunscreen and squeezed a dollop into his palm. He smeared the white cream over his exposed skin, too clumsy to rub it in properly.

Even with the brown haze of photochemical smog hanging in the air, sunlight punched through the gnarled branches overhead.

“Fuckin’ girl,” Gaffigan whispered, shoving the sunscreen back into his bag. “You’re always getting’ into somethin’.”

He reached for the bottle of whiskey again, but a sudden rustling from behind made him whip around, the aggression quick in his blood after surviving this long. As he spun, his Beretta 21A Bobcat pistol slid out of its holster in a smooth motion, the barrel held ready. 

“Lila...” he muttered, lowering the gun as he saw the black mutt emerge from the brush.

Her muzzle inched out of the tangle of overgrowth, the hesitant movement of a seasoned warrior peering over the edge of a trench.

“What you got there,” Gaffigan said, his eyebrow raised as Lila cautiously stepped into the clearing.

She moved slowly, her eyes locked on his, the severed arm still clenched in her mouth. The skin was pale, the fingers stiff and curling, the texture of bone visible through the mangled flesh. Lila dropped it at his feet with a low whine, her tail between her legs.

Gaffigan’s hand trembled as he reached for the whiskey again. “Fuck...where’d you find this, girl?” he whispered, his voice barely more than a rasp. He stared down at the arm, the bone sticking out at an unnatural angle, the blood crusted and black in the dim light. He took a long gulp of the whiskey, then another, his eyes narrowing. “Better start talkin’, Lila,” he said, his voice low and cold. “Because this...this just ain’t right.”
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ANDREW JOSEPH SAT AT the edge of the conference table, the fluorescent lights overhead flickering against the dimness that had settled over the room. His fingers drummed absently on the cold surface, a mechanical rhythm that betrayed his unease. The room was filled with the soft hum of voices—scientists, government officials, and military brass—all of them gathered in this stark, sterile chamber at the Max Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE) in Germany. Outside, the rain drummed against the windows like a heavy sigh.

Andrew was in his mid-fifties, with gray hair and eyes that seemed permanently cast in shadow, even now. He was a world-renowned astronomer, a specialist in gamma radiation and laser technology, but tonight, in the aftermath of a catastrophe, he felt like little more than a witness to the end of the world.

The atmosphere in the room was tense. The air was thick with uncertainty and the metallic tang of fear. On the screens that lined the walls, satellite images flickered—maps of the Earth split in two, a scar of red bisecting the northern hemisphere. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the head of the MPE, Dr. Hartmann, began, his voice echoing slightly in the silence, “we’ve all seen the data, but now we need to talk about what it means.”

Andrew’s eyes were drawn to the screen as Dr. Hartmann tapped at a remote, bringing up a high-resolution image of the Gamma Ray Burst (GRB) trajectory. It looked like a scar on the surface of the Earth—a thick red line that cut through the northern hemisphere from Canada to Siberia. The path of the GRB was clear and unmistakable, devastating in its simplicity. “The GRB struck with pinpoint precision,” Dr. Hartmann continued. “We were in its path, all of us. We were just unlucky.”

Andrew’s heart sank as he watched the map. He had seen many astronomical anomalies in his career—supernovas, pulsars, black holes—but this was something entirely different. The GRB had not just hit Earth; it had torn through it. The result was immediate. All life within that half of the Earth was sterilized. Plants, animals, and humans—every living organism simply stopped reproducing. The screens flashed with images of ruined forests, lifeless seas, and barren plains, the colors drained away as if the world itself had been washed of vitality.

“How do you even begin to quantify something like this?” a voice broke through Andrew’s thoughts. It was Dr. Martinez, a biologist from Spain, her voice tinged with disbelief. “We’re talking about entire ecosystems wiped out. We’re talking about species lost forever.”

Dr. Hartmann nodded, his face drawn with weariness. “The implications are profound. Biodiversity is shattered. Any life on the affected side of the Earth is now sterile. It’s extinction on a scale we’ve never seen before.”

The room fell silent again. The gravity of the situation weighed heavily on each person’s shoulders. Andrew could see the strain etched into their faces—scientists who had dedicated their lives to understanding the cosmos, now grappling with its terrible power.

He looked at the screen again, at the map that showed nothing but red, and a bitter taste filled his mouth. The randomness of the event was almost too cruel. The GRB hadn’t been strong enough to vaporize the planet entirely but it had been powerful enough to sterilize half of it. Andrew felt a cold shiver run down his spine. “We were just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” he murmured to no one in particular.

Dr. Hartmann’s voice brought him back. “The statistics are almost incomprehensible. The chance of a GRB hitting Earth with this kind of force—our planet was simply in the crosshairs.” He tapped the remote again, bringing up data on the GRB’s intensity and its location in space. “We were unlucky beyond words. If this had been just a few degrees off, it would have missed us entirely. But we were in the direct path.”

Andrew’s mind raced, grappling with the implications. The GRB’s energy had not just sterilized life; it had disrupted the climate, altered weather patterns, and pushed radiation levels across the planet to dangerous highs. The remnants of a vibrant, diverse Earth were now nothing but a memory. “This is...unprecedented,” he finally said, his voice low and hollow.

Dr. Martinez shook her head. “It’s not just unprecedented. It’s apocalyptic. The loss of all life on that side of the Earth is something we can’t begin to fathom. And it’s not just extinction—we’re talking about a collapse of entire civilizations. The fallout is going to be felt globally. Trade will grind to a halt, economies will collapse, and the human race will be pushed to the brink.”

The military representative, General Markov, leaned forward. “And what about our defenses? We were supposed to have early warning systems for this kind of event. We’re supposed to have satellites monitoring for any potential cosmic threats. How did we miss this?”

Dr. Hartmann’s face was grim. “We didn’t miss it. We were just unlucky. This GRB was invisible to our current monitoring systems because of its unique direction and energy profile. It didn’t emit in the usual gamma-ray spectra; it slipped through the cracks. That’s the worst part—our technology failed us in the worst possible way.”

Andrew glanced around the room, seeing the dawning fear in everyone’s eyes. This wasn’t just a disaster; it was a catastrophic failure of human understanding. “So...what now?” he asked, his voice breaking the silence. “What do we do?”

Dr. Hartmann sighed, the sound heavy with despair. “We adapt. But it’s not going to be easy. We have to find a way to survive in a world that’s suddenly very different. We need to address the immediate needs of those who survived, deal with the fallout, and figure out a future for humanity.”

Andrew could see the grim determination in Dr. Hartmann’s eyes. “We’re looking at a new era, gentlemen—a post-apocalyptic world that’s been shaped by the whim of the cosmos. We have to confront the reality of what this means.”

The room was silent, everyone lost in their thoughts. Andrew’s mind drifted to the countless generations that had come before him, to the fragile thread of human civilization. Now, that thread had been frayed and torn. “We’ll find a way,” Dr. Hartmann continued, his voice quiet but resolute. “But it’s going to take every ounce of our strength to rebuild from this.”

Andrew stared at the scarred map on the screen, the red line cutting through Earth like a wound. He realized then that the universe didn’t care about humanity’s survival. It was a random, indifferent force, and this time, it had chosen them. They were just unlucky enough to be in the direct path of its wrath.

As the meeting droned on, Andrew’s thoughts turned inward, grappling with the implications of what had just happened. The GRB had changed everything, not just for him but for all of humanity. And as he left the conference room, he couldn’t help but wonder if this was the end of the human story—or just the beginning of a new, darker chapter.

————-
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ANDREW JOSEPH STEPPED out of the sterile conference room into the chaos outside. The air was thick with anger and fear, mingled with the acrid tang of rain-soaked asphalt. The skies had darkened with looming storm clouds, and the first fat drops of rain began to splatter against the ground, mixing with the tear-streaked faces and scattered debris.

The streets of Garching, normally a quiet suburb outside Munich, had been transformed into a war zone. Police barricades were set up in a loose perimeter around the Max Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE), the blue and white police tape fluttering in the wind like tattered flags. Andrew could hear the murmur of the crowd growing louder as he stepped onto the sidewalk, his shoulders sagging with the weight of what had just transpired inside.

The protesters were angry, their voices a mix of disbelief, rage, and raw fear. They were holding signs—crudely drawn, some spelling out “We Are Sterile” or “Save Us From This Fate” in angry red paint. The lines of people stretched down the street, shouting in a cacophony that echoed off the concrete buildings. Andrew recognized faces in the crowd—families, students, elderly people—grief and desperation written into their expressions.

“Joseph! Joseph, come here!” a reporter called from across the street, her voice sharp and demanding over the roar of the crowd. “Dr. Joseph, can you tell us what’s being done about this catastrophe?”

Andrew quickened his pace, trying to ignore the mounting noise, but it was like pushing through a storm. The wind was picking up, whipping hair and papers around like debris. Cameras flashed from all angles, blinding him with their cold, artificial light. He glanced back at the institute, hoping to find some sanctuary in its faceless walls.

But then he felt it—the splat of something cold and slimy against his forehead. Andrew staggered, his vision blurring as he looked up to find an egg dripping down his cheek. A murmur rippled through the crowd as the protesters jeered and cursed.

“Look at him! He’s the reason we’re all sterile!” someone shouted. “He’s just a scientist! What does he know about survival?”

Andrew blinked, stunned, his fingers automatically reaching up to wipe the mess from his face. The egg had splattered across his forehead, a smear of yellow and white that felt like a grotesque insult. He looked up, meeting the eyes of the man who’d thrown it. The man’s face was twisted with fury, the egg-smeared sign dangling from his hand. “You’re all a bunch of liars!” he screamed. “We’ve got nothing! We’re already dead!”

Andrew recoiled as if struck. The impact of the egg felt like a physical blow, not just to his skin but to his soul. He glanced around, seeing the same raw desperation in the eyes of the crowd—people holding up homemade signs with slashes through stick figures, others just staring blankly at their empty hands. It was as if their futures had been ripped away in one devastating moment.

The reporters pressed closer, their questions a barrage now. “Dr. Joseph, what do you say to the people who think you’ve failed them?” another asked, her voice trembling with emotion. “Why hasn’t the government done more to help?”

Andrew’s heart sank. He felt the weight of their despair like an iron yoke. “I... I don’t have answers,” he said, his voice breaking. “We’re all... we’re all struggling to understand what this means. The truth is, we weren’t prepared for something like this. No one was.”

A wave of anger rolled through the crowd, voices growing louder, more desperate. Someone else lobbed another egg, this one narrowly missing Andrew’s shoulder. “You scientists! You knew this could happen! You just didn’t care!” a woman screamed. “Why didn’t you warn us?”

Andrew looked at her, his eyes filled with sorrow. “We didn’t know,” he whispered. “How could we? This wasn’t supposed to happen. No one could have predicted this.”

The woman’s face contorted with rage. “Bullshit! Bullshit! You’re all a bunch of liars!” She threw the egg, and it splattered against his chest. The crowd erupted into jeers, curses, a chorus of betrayal.

Andrew stepped back, feeling the eggshells crack underfoot, blending into the dirt and grime. The rain intensified, mingling with his tears. He felt utterly alone in the world, abandoned by the very cosmos he had dedicated his life to studying. The universe had dealt them all a terrible blow, and now, it seemed, the people’s anger was his alone to bear.

A police officer stepped forward, his face grim. “You need to get out of here, Dr. Joseph,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “It’s not safe. We’ll get you out.”

Andrew nodded, numbly. He didn’t look back at the crowd. He couldn’t. Instead, he followed the officer, the sound of the rain pounding in his ears, the smell of fear and anger heavy in the air. The protestors’ shouts followed him, a relentless, pitiless reminder of his helplessness.

As he climbed into the back of the police car, Andrew stared out the window, watching the angry mob slowly recede into the distance. The egg had become a symbol—an impotent, furious gesture of defiance against a world that had been dealt an almost fatal blow. And Andrew, for all his knowledge, felt powerless to stop it.

The Max Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics faded behind him, a cold, indifferent monolith against the gathering storm. And Andrew’s heart felt heavy, a lead weight in his chest. What now? What could anyone do, when the very foundation of life had been torn away?

He closed his eyes, his mind replaying the moment the egg hit him—its slimy yolk spilling over his skin like a vile, visceral prophecy. The world was a darker place now, and Andrew Joseph knew he was just one man, powerless in the face of an indifferent, merciless universe.

—————
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ANDREW JOSEPH STOOD in his hotel room, his hand hovering over the remote control, fingers trembling slightly as he flipped on the television. The screen flickered to life, casting a harsh, cold light into the dim, sterile space. Every channel was filled with the same footage—grainy, satellite images of the Earth with a blazing starburst of light erupting from one hemisphere. The news anchors’ faces were grave, their voices heavy with portent.

“—unprecedented, the fallout from the Flash continues to unfold, with all of North America experiencing total infertility,” a woman’s voice intoned, her words blending into a dull, oppressive hum. “Scientists are still scrambling to understand the full implications of this cosmic catastrophe. We’re now joined by Dr. Andrew Joseph from the Max Planck Institute—”

Andrew quickly changed the channel, his frustration mounting. “—estimates suggest as much as half the world’s population could face genetic extinction due to the infertility caused by the Flash. Dr. Joseph, your thoughts?”

Andrew turned away from the television, his eyes stinging. The media had taken to calling it “the Flash,” a sickly-sweet, almost harmless name for something so apocalyptic. It grated on his nerves. He knew it was easier for people to digest—a momentary flash of light, easily packaged and dismissed. But it was anything but harmless.

The missed call from his wife, Laura, blinked on the screen’s corner, accompanied by her name. He stared at it, a heaviness settling over him. He hadn’t talked to her in weeks, not since he’d told her about wanting a divorce. It had been a quiet, threadbare conversation, devoid of anger or emotion. They were two strangers cohabiting under the same roof, each going through the motions of a marriage that had long since withered. He had been waiting for the right moment to end it all, to free them both from the stale, empty rut they were stuck in.

But now... now it felt wrong. The world was unraveling, and he couldn’t bear the thought of her knowing what he did. She was safe, distant, oblivious to the harsh realities he was grappling with. How could he destroy that for her?

With a sigh, Andrew dialed her back, the phone ringing with a hollow, mechanical tone. Laura’s voice answered after the third ring, a hesitant warmth in her greeting. “Andrew? What’s wrong? You sounded... off.”

“I... just wanted to hear your voice,” he said, the words catching in his throat. “I... I miss you.”

There was a long silence on the other end. “Andrew, what’s happening?” Laura’s voice was quiet, almost pleading. “Why haven’t you called? Why didn’t you tell me?”

He closed his eyes, feeling the weight of her pain. “I didn’t... I didn’t know how to. I thought... I thought I should leave you before all this. But now, I can’t...”

Laura’s voice softened. “Andrew... whatever’s happening, we can face it together. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

He sighed, his heart aching. “I don’t know, Laura. I just don’t know.”

There was another silence, longer this time, before Laura spoke again. “We’ll get through this, Andrew. Somehow. I’ll be here when you get back.”

Andrew swallowed, his eyes stinging with the threat of tears. “I... I should go, Laura. I just... need some time.”

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Take care of yourself, Andrew.”

He ended the call, the weight of the conversation settling over him like a lead blanket. What had he done? How had they ended up here, on the brink of oblivion? And what did this mean for their future, for any future at all?

The television droned on, a constant stream of grim updates and predictions. Andrew turned it off, the screen plunging into darkness. He walked to the window, looking out at the rain-slicked streets of Garching. The city was eerily quiet, the usual hum of life replaced with a heavy, oppressive silence.

He crawled into bed, staring up at the ceiling, his mind whirling with questions he couldn’t answer. What did this mean for humanity? How could they go on, knowing the future was so uncertain, so bleak? And where did he fit into all of this, a mere scientist who couldn’t even save his own marriage, let alone the world?

The questions circled his mind, a maelstrom of doubt and fear. He closed his eyes, the darkness swallowing him whole. For a moment, he felt utterly lost, a tiny speck in the vast, indifferent universe. The Flash had torn apart everything he thought he knew, leaving only a gaping emptiness in its wake.
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Chapter 2: 2030
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GAFFIGAN STARED AT the mutilated body, the blood-caked skin, and bones splayed like a broken doll in the undergrowth. The smell of decay twisted his gut, a foul reminder of just how far things had fallen. Lila sat nearby, her eyes wide and haunted, her tongue lolling out as she watched him, the severed arm still clenched in her jaws.

“Ravagers,” Gaffigan muttered, his voice thick with the haze of whiskey. He didn’t need to see the wounds to know it was their handiwork—a spray of machete slashes, the deep gouges that turned flesh into nothing more than bloody ribbons. The Ravagers were beasts, plain and simple, a roving band of murderers who preyed on anything weaker than themselves. They ruled the fringe territories outside the Adirondack Settlement with terror as their currency, and Gaffigan hated them for it.

The dead man had an old NYS driver’s license that said his name was Crane, but it meant nothing to Gaffigan. He stepped away from the grisly sight, Lila’s low whine echoing in his ears. The girl had led him here, but now she was just a black blur at his side. He didn’t care much for the why of it, didn’t want to know who he was or what had happened to him. There were too many stories like his, too many faces twisted with fear and pain that flickered like specters in the dark.

But then something rustled in the brush—an echo of life that made him pivot, the Beretta snapping from its holster with a smooth, practiced draw. The barrel swung wildly as he scanned the shadows, ready for anything. A raccoon, maybe, or another fucking Ravager come to haunt his nightmares.

Instead, it was a girl. Gaffigan squinted through the dim light, seeing only a shape hunched over, wild hair tangled and matted, eyes wide and terrified. She was thin as a wraith, skin pale and bruised, her clothes torn and dirty. She was no older than a child, but the fear in her eyes aged her years.

“Christ,” Gaffigan grunted, lowering the gun but not quite relaxing. “What the hell are you doin’ out here?”

The girl didn’t answer, just stood there, trembling like a leaf caught in a storm. Gaffigan took a step closer, his hand reaching out without thinking. The girl flinched, her whole body shrinking back. He froze, his rough fingers lingering in the air.

“Speak,” he barked. “Or I swear, I’ll—”

“Please...please don’t,” she whispered, her voice a fragile thread of sound. “I... I was hiding from them...”

Gaffigan’s jaw tightened, the knot of old scars pulling taut. The Ravagers again, of course. He gestured to the body behind him, the words spilling out of him like bitter bile. “Is that what you ran from? One of them?”

The girl nodded, her eyes welling up, her face pinched with the kind of fear Gaffigan knew all too well. The world was full of cruelty, and it never seemed to run dry.

Gaffigan’s grip on the Beretta tightened, the weight of it grounding him. He took a swig from the whiskey bottle, the liquid burning down his throat like molten metal. Lila’s eyes watched him, the only thing in this godforsaken place that didn’t seem ready to crumble.

“You better come with me,” Gaffigan said finally, his voice rough and low. “But don’t think you owe me anythin’. I don’t do saviors.”

The girl’s gaze flickered to the body one last time, then to Gaffigan. “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” she admitted, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“Yeah, well, neither do I,” Gaffigan muttered, turning away. “Let’s go, Lila. We got ourselves a tag-along.”

The girl hesitated for a moment, then followed, her small footsteps quickening to keep pace with his long strides. Gaffigan walked on, the woods closing around them, the air thick with the stench of death and the weight of the past. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe this girl was the start of something different. Something he didn’t understand but was too tired to question.

—————
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GAFFIGAN GLANCED AT the girl, still silent and shivering beside him. Lila watched her like a hawk, her hackles raised, eyes narrowing with suspicion. Gaffigan could tell the girl didn’t belong here, not in these tattered rags that barely covered her, not with that haunted look in her eyes. She had the air of someone who had once lived with more, maybe not luxury, but at least comfort. There was a softness to her skin that spoke of a life away from the harshness of this new world.

“Goddamn it,” Gaffigan muttered, running a hand over his face. “I don’t need this. Not now.”

The Settlement was a dangerous trek, especially now with the Ravagers getting this close. Gaffigan’s booby-trapped homestead was all he had—those traps, his whiskey, and Lila. The thought of them turning on him was too much to bear. He didn’t trust the girl. How could he? She was an unknown, and the last thing he needed was a quarrel with the Ravagers over her.

He took another swig of whiskey, the bottle’s warmth a poor substitute for the calm he craved. He didn’t want to deal with the girl, but Lila’s wariness only made him more wary in turn. “Look at her, Lila,” he said, gesturing to the girl with a nod. “Doesn’t seem like she’s had a hard life, does she?”

Lila only growled low in her throat, a sound that made the girl flinch. “She’s nothin’ but trouble,” Gaffigan muttered, not really to Lila, but to the air around them. “Always somethin’.”

The girl didn’t speak, just watched him with those wide, terrified eyes. He couldn’t read her, not the way he could read the animals he used to hunt or the enemies he used to fight. She was a mystery, and he didn’t like mysteries. He liked things he could see and touch, things that didn’t slip through his fingers like smoke.

Gaffigan’s mind drifted to the Ravagers, to Dee Mirbz and his band of marauders. They were the worst of the worst, a pack of madmen led by a ruthless genius who understood brutality like no one else. Dee Mirbz had outfitted his men with scavenged technology, brutalizing them into weapons of war. And then there was Sadamajob, his enforcer—some kind of grotesque behemoth with fists like sledgehammers and a twisted mind to match. Gaffigan knew them well, knew the hell they could bring down if they ever got their hands on him.

He glanced back at the girl. “What the hell are you doin’ here, anyway?” he asked, his voice gruff. “You some kind of prisoner or somethin’?”

The girl flinched again, but still didn’t answer. She just stared at him, her eyes wide and hollow. Gaffigan’s chest tightened. Maybe she was better off with the Ravagers. But that wasn’t his problem. Not anymore.

He stood, the bottle of whiskey falling from his grasp, Lila nudging at his leg. “Fine,” he said, his voice low and hard. “We’re goin’ to the Settlement. But don’t think you’re welcome, understand? You cause me any more trouble, I’ll leave you here for the Ravagers. Got it?”

The girl just nodded, her lips pressed tight. Gaffigan turned away, moving quickly, his boots crunching on the underbrush. The girl followed, her footsteps hesitant and unsure, like she was testing the ground with every step. Gaffigan didn’t look back, didn’t want to see her face, didn’t want to think about how something inside him ached at the thought of leaving her behind.

He couldn’t afford to care. Not now, not with everything he’d lost. But there was something about this girl, something that was breaking through the hard shell he’d built around himself, something that made him feel like maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t as alone as he thought.

—————
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GAFFIGAN STEPPED INTO the dark farmhouse, the warped floorboards groaning under his boots. The place was a wreck—a sagging relic of some long-dead farmer’s life—but it was his wreck now. After everything had gone to hell, he’d made it home. Nights out here were bitter and endless, the kind of cold that gnawed at your bones and left you hollow. He hadn’t lit a lamp since the girl showed up. Better to keep the dark close. Safer that way.

The last dregs of whiskey sloshed in the bottom of his flask. He upended it into his mouth, grimaced at the meager offering, and tossed the empty onto the table. A damn shame. But it wasn’t like he hadn’t made do before. Him and Lila, that was enough. Always had been. 

Lila lay curled by the embers in the fireplace, her dark coat blending seamlessly with the shadows. She didn’t twitch when he came in, her ears relaxed, tail tucked close. At first, the girl had stayed as far from the dog as she could get, tucked into a tight little ball by the door, skinny arms wrapped around skinnier legs. Her clothes were tatters, little more than threadbare reminders of a life before the Flash. But now, she’d wormed her way closer to Lila, her small frame pressed into the dog’s side like they’d been made to fit. Lila tolerated it—seemed to like her, even. That was fine by Gaffigan.

He dropped his flask onto the table and started packing. Weapons first—the old Beretta, a hunting knife, and a few extra clips he’d scrounged months ago. Then food. A couple of cans and a half-empty jar of peanut butter. Enough for a few days, if they didn’t get greedy. What they didn’t have was whiskey, and that was a problem. He’d need to cook up another batch soon, but for now, he’d have to go without. The thought made his teeth grind.

He glanced at the girl again. She was asleep now, her head pillowed on Lila’s flank, her pale face soft in the firelight. For a second, something in his chest twisted, sharp and unexpected. He shoved it down hard. Whatever it was, it didn’t belong here.

“Hell,” he muttered, leaning against the table. His hand dragged over his face, rough and calloused. “What the hell am I even doin’?”

The girl didn’t answer, just slept on, too still, too quiet. It made him uneasy, like the silence might break and spill something he wasn’t ready to deal with. He shook his head and went back to the bag, stuffing things in with a little too much force.

The shadows shifted as the moonlight filtered through the slats of the blinds, swallowing the room in their cold reach. Lila cracked one eye open, her gaze fixed on the girl like she was guarding something precious. Gaffigan’s jaw tightened.

“Fine,” he growled finally, the word rough in the still air. “Stay, then. But don’t think this is charity. I don’t do saviors. Don’t owe you a damn thing.”

The girl didn’t stir, and Lila’s head dropped back down, her breathing slow and even. Gaffigan stood there for a long moment, his hands clenched into fists at his sides. The weight in the room was suffocating, pressing in like the walls were closing on him.

With a heavy sigh, he moved to the far corner where an old mattress lay sagging under its own history. It was barely better than the floor, but it would do. Lila untangled herself from the girl and padded over, settling beside him with a soft huff. Her eyes, golden and sharp, stayed on the little figure by the fire.

Gaffigan pulled his coat tighter and leaned back, his body aching with the kind of tired that sleep wouldn’t fix. The darkness wrapped around him, and for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t sure if it was better to be alone or not. He closed his eyes, the tension in his chest a knot he couldn’t untangle.

—————
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GAFFIGAN WAS UP BEFORE the first light of day, the cold biting through the cracks in the farmhouse walls. He grabbed the old, rusted pot from the corner of the room and set it on the small, makeshift fire pit in the middle of the floor. It was a crude setup, but it worked. He had a collection of salvaged copper tubing and jars, remnants from some long-forgotten life. Gaffigan had found them years ago, tucked away in a storage room at an old distillery. Now they were his only link to something that felt like civilization.

He poured a little water into the pot, careful not to spill. Then he opened the jar of fermented fruit he’d been nursing for weeks—a mix of old apples and wild berries he’d scavenged from the nearby woods. The concoction had been sitting in the corner for so long, it was a viscous sludge, but Gaffigan didn’t mind. It was the only thing that could give him a semblance of comfort these days.

“Hey,” Gaffigan called out, without turning, “you ever done this before?”

The girl was sitting off to the side, her eyes still heavy with sleep, watching him with a curious look. She shook her head, her eyes low and hesitant. 

Gaffigan grunted, pouring the slurry into the pot. “Well, watch close, then. You might learn somethin’.”

He lit a match and dropped it into the kindling beneath the pot, the fire crackling to life. The metal tubing snaked up from the pot, looping around and over to a glass jar he’d rigged up to catch the distillate. Gaffigan pulled a handful of scrap metal and dropped it into the fire, turning the heat up just enough to get the mixture inside the pot to boil. He watched as the vapor started to coil up through the tubing, collecting in the jar below.

“See?” he said, a slow grin spreading across his face. “Easy as pie.”

The girl watched, her eyes wide. “What is that?” she asked, and Gaffigan felt a little something like contentment to hear her finally speak again.

“Little trick I picked up years ago,” Gaffigan said, his voice rough. “Learned it from a drunk I met once, way back when. You heat up the mash, the alcohol vaporizes, gets caught up in the tubing, and then drips down into that jar. Pretty sweet, huh?”

The girl nodded, her eyes still glued to the setup. Gaffigan glanced over at her, caught off guard by the way she looked, so young and vulnerable. “Alright, come here,” he said, motioning for her to join him. “Help me stir it. Make sure it don’t scorch.”

She hesitated for a moment, then got up and moved closer. Gaffigan handed her the old spoon, the wood long cracked and scarred. “Here,” he said, his voice softer than he meant it to be. “Give it a stir. Gently now.”

She took the spoon from him, her fingers brushing against his. Gaffigan felt a shiver run down his spine. “That’s it,” he said, watching her. “Just keep it movin’.”

They stirred the mash together, the warm steam rising around them, making everything feel a little softer, a little less harsh. Gaffigan glanced at her, and for the first time, she looked up at him, her eyes wide and full of something he couldn’t name.

“Gaffigan,” she said finally, her voice a whisper. “My name’s Izzy.”

Gaffigan’s heart twisted a little. “Well, I’ll drink to that,” he said, his voice rough with something he hadn’t felt in a long time. He grabbed the flask from the table and tipped it back, the burn of the whiskey a welcome sting. “Izzy. Like a little spark. Damn, girl, maybe you’ll bring some light into this dark, old world.”

Izzy smiled then, a soft, hesitant thing. “Maybe,” she said, her voice almost a laugh.

Gaffigan nodded, the corners of his mouth twitching up. “Guess we’ll see, huh?”

They kept stirring the mash, the fire crackling around them, the morning light just starting to seep through the cracks in the walls. For the first time in a long time, Gaffigan felt a flicker of hope, or at least something that felt like it.

————-

[image: ]


THE MORNING AIR WAS cold and still as Gaffigan stepped out of the farmhouse, the ground crunching beneath his boots with each step. Izzy followed behind him, her eyes wide and alert, her sun screen rubbed in haphazardly, making her look more like a ghost than a living thing. Lila trotted along beside them, her coat blending into the shadows, always watching, always wary.

The landscape around them was a nightmare made real. The woods had been hit hardest by the Flash, the gamma ray burst that had scorched the earth seven years ago. The trees were twisted and gnarled, their branches blackened and brittle, leaves a sickly gray-green. What should have been a lush canopy was now a barren, skeletal expanse, the sunlight weak and yellowed, struggling to break through the thick haze of photochemical smog that hung in the air.

Gaffigan led the way, his eyes scanning the landscape for signs of movement, always alert. The ground was littered with the detritus of a world long past—discarded cans, rusted car parts, old shoes half-buried in the dirt. Nature had clawed back what was hers, vines and weeds crawling over everything, choking the remnants of human civilization. The air was thick with the scent of decay, the musty odor of mold and rot.

Gaffigan stopped at one of his traps, a simple snare made from old wire he’d scavenged years ago. It was set over a shallow hole in the ground, covered with a makeshift camouflaged lid. Inside, a small rabbit dangled, its legs twitching weakly. Gaffigan grunted, reaching down to pick it up, the small animal’s body limp in his hands.

“Here,” he said, tossing it to Izzy. “Take it. Might as well put it to use.”

Izzy flinched, backing away with a disgusted look on her face. “I can’t,” she said, her voice tight.

Gaffigan snorted. “Fine,” he said, dropping the rabbit back into the trap. “I’ll carry it, then.”

He turned away, his heart heavy with the weight of everything they were about to face. The journey ahead was long and treacherous, through the heart of the Adirondacks, a vast, wild wilderness that seemed to stretch on forever. The mountains loomed over them, dark and foreboding, their peaks shrouded in mist. The air was cool and crisp, carrying a bitter taste of something metallic.

“Come on,” Gaffigan said, pushing forward. “Let’s get goin’.”

They stepped into the woods, the trees closing in around them like silent sentinels. Lila moved ahead, her nose to the ground, her eyes darting from side to side. The landscape was eerie, everything slightly off, as if the world had been twisted by some unseen force. The ground was cracked and dry, the grass sparse and brittle. There were no birds, no insects, just an unsettling quiet that seemed to swallow everything whole.

Gaffigan glanced back at Izzy, her face pale and drawn, her eyes wide with fear. He felt a flicker of something in his chest—protectiveness, maybe. He shook it off, telling himself it didn’t matter. She was just another burden in a world that didn’t care about anyone.

“Izzy,” he said, his voice gruff. “Stay close. Don’t wander off.”

She nodded, her lips pressed tight together. Gaffigan felt a pang of something he didn’t want to name—maybe hope, maybe regret. But he pushed it away, focusing on the path ahead.

They walked for hours, the weight of the world pressing down on them. The sun was high in the sky, a pale, weak orb struggling to break through the haze. Gaffigan didn’t look back, didn’t allow himself to think about what lay ahead. All he could do was keep moving, one step at a time.

​
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Chapter 3: Spring 2024
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Andrew Joseph sat in the plush, spacious office of his new high-rise in downtown Manhattan, the cityscape stretched out below him like a cracked, lifeless patchwork. The walls of his office were a cool, metallic silver, and the window offered a panoramic view of a city that no longer felt like his home. The echoes of the Flash still reverberated through the concrete canyons of the metropolis, a constant reminder of the new world order.

He was hunched over his computer, the screen glowing dimly in the otherwise dark room. His fingers tapped restlessly on the keyboard, code streaming across the screen. He was working on the latest iteration of a project—an experimental design for a laser system capable of neutralizing gamma radiation from the Flash. The concept had come out of a desperate need to undo some of the damage, to give people a fighting chance against the invisible killer that had poisoned the air and soil.

But the prototypes kept failing, the laser beams either dissipating too quickly or burning out before they could even reach their target. He rubbed his eyes, feeling the dull ache of exhaustion creeping into his bones. The relentless pressure from the board of Mirabile Inc. to deliver a viable solution weighed heavily on him.

Andrew glanced at the photos on his desk—a framed family portrait of him and his wife, Laura, before the Flash, their faces filled with smiles and hope. He hadn’t looked at them in months. It was easier not to—easier to keep the past buried under the weight of his new reality. The divorce had been messy, as bitter and clinical as everything else these days. The money from his new job helped cushion the blow, but it also amplified the sense of isolation. The world’s economic collapse meant wealth was now a volatile, fleeting thing, and even his generous salary couldn’t buy happiness or comfort.

He toggled back to the laser design on his screen, a complex matrix of equations and blueprints. The latest prototype showed promise—less radiation leakage, slightly more intense laser—but still nowhere near what they needed. Andrew sighed and hit the ‘delete’ key, erasing the work of hours.

“Stupid,” he muttered, his voice harsh in the empty room. “Stupid, useless thing. What good is a laser if it burns everything in its path?”

The idea was simple enough in theory. A high-powered laser, calibrated to neutralize gamma radiation, could theoretically ‘clean’ contaminated areas—purge the earth of the deadly fallout, making them livable again. But in practice, the laser systems were proving to be a nightmare—a costly, unstable, and often deadly one. The radiation it was supposed to neutralize was unpredictable, sometimes absorbing the laser energy, sometimes reacting with it in violent, uncontrollable ways.

Andrew opened a browser window, searching for relevant research papers, hoping for some breakthrough insight. But there was nothing new—just dead ends, theories that hadn’t panned out, failed experiments, and horror stories of burned-out scientists caught in gamma bursts during field tests. The real-world applications were terrifying. The radiation itself wasn’t just a problem; it was a sentient force, an entity of its own that defied the tidy rules of physics.
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