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​Chapter 1: Descent into Darkness
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Another blast hit, close enough that the pavement quivered and the sky rained a confetti of brick. Clara coughed dust, blinked the grit from her eyes, and shoved the group forward. The city's skeleton loomed against the smoke-smeared horizon, its broken bones shifting with every distant explosion. She grabbed Ethan's arm, felt the quiver of terror through his jacket. "Move it, Ethan. This isn't a fucking sightseeing tour."

The kid nodded, but his eyes were dinner plates of fear. Behind them, Mike hustled with the finesse of a reluctant sloth. "This is insane," he said, just loud enough to be a dick about it. "We’re hiding like rats. Think anyone will remember our birthdays?"

Clara ignored him, focused on the concrete stairwell up ahead, its entrance a gaping mouth to swallow them underground. "We're almost there!" she yelled over her shoulder, her voice barely cutting through the symphony of chaos.

Sarah and Liam lagged a few steps behind, joined at the hip like a conjoined bundle of nerves. "It's okay," Sarah panted, her voice thin and brittle. "We're gonna be okay, right?"

Liam squeezed her hand, and his eyes said, "I'm trying real hard to believe that."

A building somewhere yawned and crumbled, dusting the street with new apocalypse chic. Clara hustled Ethan toward the stairs, feeling the grit in her lungs. She couldn’t tell if it was dirt or doubt.

Down they went, feet clanging on concrete, breathless in the heavy air. She kicked the door shut behind them, a metallic thud that rang like the final buzzer in a losing game. They stumbled into the dark, hands scrambling for balance. "Everybody good?" Clara asked, though she wasn’t sure if she gave a damn beyond keeping them moving.

"Define good," Mike muttered.

A single bulb flickered to life, swinging like a condemned man's noose from a tangle of exposed wiring. The bunker unfolded around them in all its glory: bare walls, dirt-scented air, and a decorating scheme best described as post-nuke minimalism.

Ethan stuck to Clara's side, the human equivalent of static cling. "I don’t like it here," he whispered, voice shaky as a rookie skydiver.

"Noted," Clara said. "Help me with the bags." She shrugged off her pack and dumped it onto a metal shelf, the clang echoing off the walls like a judge’s gavel.

Sarah and Liam collapsed in a heap, whispering assurances to each other that got drowned out by another round of boom. The ceiling spat dirt, just to keep things interesting.

Clara spread out the blankets like a low-rent Santa, dropping one each to Sarah and Liam, tossing another to Mike. He caught it with a look that screamed, "You're not the boss of me," and she couldn't help but smirk. Maybe not, but they all knew who’d dragged his ass this far.

She turned to Ethan, whose hands trembled as they pawed through supplies. "You sticking with me or what?"

His nod was all flinch and no courage, but he didn’t let go of her sleeve.

The concrete shook with another round of hellfire from above, each blast a punch in the gut, the floor, the walls. Clara felt the impact in her teeth, her spine, the pit of her gut where all her confidence had once been. "Great plan," Mike said, starting his asshole loop. "We’ll either suffocate or starve down here. Flip a coin."

"Take a nap," Clara shot back, her voice sharp as broken glass. She crammed a pile of cans into a corner and ignored the tickle of fear at the back of her throat.

Sarah busied herself by lining up personal items like talismans against despair, their order a pathetic middle finger to chaos. "There," she said, half-proud, half-hopeful. "A little better, right?"

Liam didn’t say much, but he stuck close, eyes on the ceiling like it might eat them for lunch. Clara knew that look. It said he was trying real hard to pretend the whole fucking world wasn’t caving in.

The air hung musty and cool, but sweat beaded on every forehead. Each boom sent a fresh shiver of tension through the room, shoulders jerking like a puppet show. Mike paced the floor, his words nipping at Clara's patience like a yappy dog. "How long do you think we can last down here? A week? Maybe less if you're on kitchen duty."

Clara arranged their water supply with methodical efficiency, her hands moving like the outcome actually mattered. "We’ve got enough for a few days," she said. "Longer if you quit bitching and drink less."

Mike snorted. "What if this place becomes our tomb?"

Clara shrugged. "At least you won't need a coffin."

She knew it was a cheap shot, but what the hell. He deserved it. Ethan sat curled in their corner, knees hugged to his chest, a tight little ball of terror. "It’ll be okay," Clara told him, though her own faith was a sputtering engine.

The night dragged its feet like a sullen teenager, each minute swollen with dread. Bombs played percussion on the surface, a violent symphony that rattled the concrete walls, dirt trickling from cracks in the ceiling like a slow hourglass.

Ethan jumped at each boom, flinched at every flash of light that knifed through the tiny ventilation shaft. His fear was a contagious virus, and Clara felt herself getting sick. She took a breath, checked the supplies again. They had to hold out. They had to.

In the far corner, Sarah and Liam had created a small island of calm in the rising sea of panic. Their heads bent together, whispers mixing with the rhythm of destruction outside. Fingers entwined, they were holding onto each other like they held onto hope, as if either one of those things was solid.

Clara caught herself watching them and felt something turn over inside her. Not quite envy. Not quite anything she wanted to think about.

Mike sprawled against a wall, tossing a flashlight between his hands like a grenade. "Seriously, what’s the plan here? Wait till they drop the big one and dig our asses out with a spoon?"

"Maybe we'll eat you first," Clara said. Her voice was flat but not entirely joking. She kept her hands busy, arranging and rearranging the same meager supplies, feeling the slow grind of time against her sanity.

Another blast shook the bunker, a direct hit on their nerves. The bulb swung violently, casting manic shadows across faces that were turning into strangers. Sweat slicked every brow despite the chill.

Clara tried not to count the explosions, but they scored themselves into her brain. The bombing intensified, the world above them nothing but a vicious tremor. She double-checked the water, her hands efficient but unsteady. Each blast tested her resolve, chipping away at the veneer of calm she'd pasted on.

Ethan stuck close, the way he used to when monsters were under his bed and she was the hero with a flashlight and a heart full of big sister bullshit. Now she wasn't so sure about monsters. Now she wasn't so sure about heroes.

"How long?" Mike said again, the persistence of a roach. "You think they'll dig us out or find our bones?"

Clara glared, her patience stretched thin as wet paper. "Not soon enough if you keep talking."

Sarah tucked herself into Liam's shoulder, and they clung to each other with the kind of desperation that would be romantic if it weren't so goddamn tragic. The ground shook again, harder this time, the ceiling joining the fun with a sprinkle of concrete dandruff.

"Jesus," Mike said. "Just end it already."

Ethan looked at Clara, eyes full of questions she couldn't answer. Her throat tightened, and she found herself speechless for the first time since the world went to shit.

The lights flickered again, a death rattle of electricity, then settled back into their sickly glow. Clara pressed her lips together and continued counting the supplies, her fingers tracing each item like a prayer. Her gaze swept over the group, her people, and her resolve flickered as uncertain as the bulb above.

She swallowed, hard, and let determination swallow her back. She wouldn't let it happen. Not to them. Not like this. 

Clara’s lungs burned with every breath as she pushed forward, gripping Ethan’s hand like a lifeline. Dust clogged the air, each inhalation thick with the taste of grit and smoke. Another explosion rocked the street behind them, sending a hot gust and a spray of debris in their wake. She heard Ethan’s gasp, but she didn’t look back. Didn’t slow down. The kid needed to learn how to haul ass, and fast.

“Jesus Christ,” Mike spat, stumbling as the ground shook. He regained his footing, muttering about hiding like rats underground, but he didn’t stop moving. “Where the hell is this bunker anyway?”

Clara didn’t answer. No time for questions. She had one job: get them to safety. She spared a glance at Sarah and Liam, the couple huddled close as they ran. Sarah was pale, clutching her backpack like it held more than just supplies. Liam kept his arm around her, whispering something that Clara couldn’t hear over the cacophony of destruction.

A chunk of concrete smashed into the pavement a few feet away, spraying them with gravel. Ethan flinched and nearly went down, his fingers tightening on Clara’s jacket. “Clara!” he yelled, voice barely cutting through the din.

“We’re close!” she shouted back. “Just a little further!” She could see the edge of the city looming ahead, the half-crumbled buildings like jagged teeth against the smoggy sky. Another explosion rumbled, closer this time, close enough that the sound ripped through her body. The blast blew open the door of a building on the corner, and she caught sight of the entrance. Concrete steps leading down. There it was.

“This way!” Clara veered left, practically dragging Ethan behind her. The rest of the group followed, driven by the same raw, animal need to survive. She barreled down the steps two at a time, into the relative safety of darkness.

“Watch your fucking head!” Mike called out, barely avoiding the low concrete ceiling as they descended.

The stairs ended at a rusted metal door, paint flaking off in long, curled strips. Clara shouldered it open, and they stumbled into the bunker, the stale air cool and damp compared to the furnace outside. She took a moment, just a moment, to let herself breathe. Her ears rang, echoing with phantom booms. Her hands shook. Everyone’s did.

Ethan clung to her, eyes wide, face smeared with soot and fear. She knelt, forcing him to meet her gaze. “We’re okay, Ethan. We made it.”

He nodded, too stunned to speak, and that was good enough. Clara stood and took stock. The bunker was as grim as she’d expected. A single bulb hung from exposed wiring, flickering dimly, casting jumpy shadows on the concrete walls. Shelves lined one side, mostly empty.

Mike paced the room, scowling like the bunker was her personal design choice. “Great plan, Clara. We’ll either suffocate or starve down here.” He kicked at the bare floor, raising a puff of dust.

“Hey, we got away from that,” Liam said, nodding toward the door like he could still see the destruction outside. His voice was low and calm, as steady as his stance next to Sarah.

“Yeah,” Sarah added, her own voice quivering just a little. “We’re safe now.” She sat down and began arranging their meager belongings, trying to make the place feel less like a crypt. She pulled a threadbare scarf from her bag and spread it on the ground like a picnic blanket.

Clara got to work, shoving Mike’s whining to the back of her mind. She found an old metal shelf and stacked their supplies—two flashlights, a few cans of food, a half-empty water jug—neat and orderly. It wasn’t much, but it was something. She caught Liam watching her, his expression unreadable.

“You think we’ll be okay down here?” he asked, as if she had the answers. As if she wasn’t just as lost and desperate as the rest of them.

“We’ll be fine,” Clara said, and hoped it sounded convincing. She picked up a couple of ragged blankets, tossing one to Sarah and Liam. The other she kept for Ethan, who refused to leave her side. She set it down in a corner and gestured for him to sit.

“Stay with me?” Ethan’s voice was small, the kind of small that burrowed into Clara’s gut and stayed there, gnawing away at her insides. She nodded, sinking down next to him, feeling his thin shoulder pressed against hers.
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