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What people are saying about


The Alaskan Chronicles


Honestly, this book kind of terrified me. This book is set at just an uncomfortable distance. Pair that with the fact that the Event could possibly happen at any time, and this story gets scarier than any horror story. I had a tense feeling in my chest throughout most of this book, thinking that there was some huge conflict just waiting around every corner.


Bailey Randolph, Reading Rabbit Hole


A modern day Swiss Family Robinson. The author imagines a scenario where solar flares wipe out all the electronics in our world. The story progresses through the first seasons spent in the wilderness, the struggles, stumbles, and triumphs. The ending! Wow! Just when you thought you could see how it was going to wrap up, the author throws a huge wrench into the mix. I was very surprised! I can’t wait for the next instalment!


Randal White, Randa’s Booklikes


Elderly Jim Richards takes us back to his teen years in Anchorage where sun flares devastate America and beyond. A quick read, especially from Part 2, young readers will revel in the boy scout hero’s encounters in wild Alaska.


Julia Anderson, YA Waterstones


Eight and a half out of ten. It’s a really good teen book because it’s realistic about what could happen, and it’s a story with a moral. But it’s a really good book from an adult perspective – written very well with a really believable story that is relatable.


Lucy Turner


The Alaskan Chronicles is an epic tale on one family’s struggle to survive in an unforgiving and unremitting landscape. Breathtaking. Vivid descriptions of the breakdown of society and all the flaws in human nature that brings out. When stripped of our constructs of civilisation, we must get back to nature, or die, and on her terms. A wonderful triumph of a story, epic and detailed, harsh and yet human, a tour-de-force of creative writing.


Stephen Oakes, author








[image: ]








First published by Lodestone Books, 2018


Lodestone Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., No. 3 East St., Alresford, Hampshire SO24 9EE, UK


office1@jhpbooks.net


www.johnhuntpublishing.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: John Hunt 2017


ISBN: 978 1 78535 689 6


978 1 78535 690 2 (ebook)


Library of Congress Control Number: 2017941363


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of John Hunt as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY, UK


US: Printed and bound by Edwards Brothers Malloy 15200 NBN Way #B, Blue Ridge Summit,


PA 17214, USA


Also by John Hunt


Non fiction


Bringing God Back to Earth




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.











[image: ]



Map of the Kenai Peninsula and Anchorage





Main characters


The Richards family


Donald: Father


Mary: Mother


Jim


Bess


The Hardings family


Matthew: Father


Jessie


Sue


Louise Maclaren: Teacher


Bob: Handyman


Paul: Missionary


Nat: Ferry Captain


Theo: Mayor





PROLOGUE



THE NEAR FUTURE


I’m old. I’m tired. A husk, a shell, a frame of creaking bones, memories blowing cold in the attic. There’s no sap running through these veins. Sleep comes fitfully – why spend your time unconscious when you have so little of it left? I feel like an old bull moose, energy fading, one winter too many, wolves snapping at its heels, wearing it down, circling, waiting for the kill.


I’m eighty-two this year. A full twenty years older than anyone else in our settlement. It’s not normal, in these times, to get to this age. “Normal,” now, is different. I guess we’ve regressed a few thousand years in my lifetime, to the Iron Age – Mrs. Maclaren’s history lessons are still with me. I’m wrapped up warm in my bear skins in front of the fire. The fort’s earth and stone walls are five feet deep, two-stories high, and keep out the worst of the winter weather, though the cold wind whistles around the corridors. The guards at the door, with their spears, are there to keep me in as much as to keep enemies out.


The Council have agreed to let me write down my story. I don’t care what their reasons are. The winters are long, and I’ve nothing else to do. Gor, my faithful personal servant – and I think, my friend, I hope, knowing what I’m going to ask him to do if I finish this – is free to go out to the woods. He peels off armfuls of birch bark, flattens it with stone slabs, dries it, smooths with oil, and then polishes and trims it into book-sized pages. In the light of the tallow candles I’ve cut some pens from goose feathers, soaking them in hot water, cleaning out the membrane from the shafts, undercutting the bottom face to form a curve and slitting back a little to create a reservoir to hold the ink, which I’ve made with blueberries, charcoal, vinegar and oak gall. It’s a good ink, the kind that everyone used till the twentieth century, when we started making it with chemicals, and it will last longer.


The twentieth – what a strange century that was. After two World Wars, the Cold War, fascism and communism had been defeated, nationalism was in retreat – we seemed to be on the brink of a golden age of peace and prosperity; of free information, renewable energy, driverless cars, bionic people. I was born in the early years of the twenty-first. Of course, we still had problems, but in what we used to call Alaska you were more likely to die from a lightning strike than be killed by terrorists; to die from eating too much rather than too little. Shops were full of stuff you didn’t need, physical work was so rare that people paid to go to gyms to exercise – I don’t know if we were happier back then, but it sure did leave us unprepared for what was about to happen. We took what we had for granted. And now, we don’t know what we’ve lost. We’re heading back to the dirt rather than the stars. Nature sure has taken its revenge.


But I’m digressing already. I’ve done what I can here – I played the game, and lost. I hear the warriors around here saying that defeat makes you stronger, but sometimes, I reckon it just means defeat. Those I’ve loved have gone. My grandchildren, and great-grandchildren are kept from me. Now I just have my dreams. They come back to me at night, dreams of the world that was, of what it might have been. Anyway, what is still to happen, will happen. As an old Aleut friend used to say to me: “Today is all you have.”


Will anyone ever read this and tell the stories around the fire at night? We’ve been through bad times before, maybe we can find our feet again? My fear is that we keep going backwards – but how far? Back to the Stone Age? I remember reading about the last of the Neanderthals, holding out in a cave for a few generations at the very extremity of Europe, when we’d driven all the others to extinction. What went through their heads? Did they know they were the end of their line?


Europe – that rings a bell. I’m sure there must be others, somewhere, who could tell the story, in places that used to be called Africa, India, China…I remember countries like the Philippines, Indonesia, New Zealand: tribes living a pastoral life on the steppes of Asia. Maybe I’m fooling myself, it’s such a long time since I heard those names. But I know there were people living on the earth who weren’t dependent on electricity, so it stands to reason that somewhere they could still be living, much as they always had been. Perhaps flourishing in a warmer climate, rather than scratching a living in this frozen corner of the far North. But we have no contact with them. They could be on a different planet.


So this is just my tale, for the record. Without a record, there can be no “history.” Without a history, there can be no “people.” Without a people, there can be no “individuals.”


I am an individual. I have my story, my people, my history. That’s how I see it, and this was my life.





PART ONE


SUMMER





ONE


The quill scratches the bark, the flames flicker in the hearth. I can hear a Great Gray Owl hooting rhythmically outside in the trees – whoo, whoo, whoo. Do owls change their language over centuries, like people do? I don’t know. There’s so much I haven’t learned. And so few people now to learn from. Learning…it’s so long since I even thought about this. The walls of the fort fade, the years roll back, aches and pains slip away like a snake shedding skin – and I find myself sitting in Mrs. Maclaren’s class on a hot Friday afternoon in June: a nervous, over-tall, gangly and gawky teenager.


Mrs. Maclaren was my favorite teacher. She lived in the next road from us, though we didn’t meet socially. But when I had a paper round she always left out a couple of dimes for me. She’d been teaching history classes for the 11th grade at Anchorage High for as long as anyone could remember. I enjoyed them. She talked in long, curling sentences that always seemed to be saying something important, explaining how history “worked.” She talked about movements, migrations, trends: about soil being degraded, forests cut down, climate changes. She spoke of the Indians coming to Alaska, followed by the Eskimos – I’d always assumed it was the other way around – and of the Vikings in Greenland, when it still had a touch of “green.” She talked of the explorers who tried to bend a harsh landscape and a reluctant people to their will – people like the Cossack Zhdanko, and Captain Bering – they were my heroes. I’d look at the map in the evening and trace the places they visited, the names telling their own story: Desolation Point, Goodnews Bay, False Pass, Halibut Cove. I guess even “Anchorage” actually meant something, back in those early days.


Mrs. Maclaren was short, bespectacled, her white hair tied back in a bun. Nobody raised their voice against Mrs. Maclaren. Joss Tinker called her a squaw – behind her back, and she did look part Indian with her light-brown skin and slanted eyes – rumor had it that her Scottish great-grandfather had settled down with a Native woman after he left the Yukon, rich from selling shovels and supplies to the miners. I didn’t like Joss, but then, he didn’t like me. I talked to Dad about him once, when I came back with a black eye after he’d shoved me aside in the lockers and I’d bumped into the corner of an open door, how he thought he knew everything, but didn’t know anything, and didn’t care that he didn’t, and didn’t care who he thumped, either. Dad said that a lot of men were like that, it was why we needed more women in positions of power. That seemed daft to me. Men were leaders, women were followers; at least those were my views at the time, before I really knew any women. Before I met Jessie.


“Spengler describes history in terms of cultures,” Mrs. Maclaren said, “one of which is ours, the American/European culture. He says they each have a lifespan of around a thousand years, and ours is coming to an end. Was he just depressed by the First World War? Was he right? An essay, one thousand words, with your thoughts on that.”


Joss put up his hand. “What’s a culture, Miss?”


They carried on for a while, but it went over my head. Sadie, a couple of desks away, had yawned and was twirling a lock of hair that curled around her ear. The light streaming through the window turned it transparent, like the conch shell I had in my bedroom. I remember wondering, if I could put my ear to hers, whether I’d hear the sea breathing.


“Jim Richards! Wake up, pay attention,” Mrs. MacLaren spoke sharply.


Then the school PS system crackled into life – “All teachers to the staff room now please.” We’d never heard that before. It surprised everyone into a momentary stillness, then Mrs. Maclaren got up, and with, “Carry on reading the notes on Decline of the West, class,” she left.


About ten minutes later, she was back, the noise subsided, we sat straight at our desks or scuttled back to them. She sounded tense, somehow. “School’s closing early today. The buses are at the gate. Something’s happened, and you need to get home. We’ve been contacting those parents who’ll be coming to collect you; you can wait here until they arrive. Tell them that the President will be addressing the nation this evening at six o’clock, if they don’t already know.”


There was a buzz, a babble, a rise of voices, she patted the air in front of her, waving the noise down. “I can’t tell you, I don’t have any answers. Be calm, go carefully, God bless you.”





TWO


Our family were the standard two plus two. I guess people thought of us as a “solid” family, a “happy” one. Dad had a job teaching engineering at the University of Alaska. He was wiry, reserved, someone who made things rather than talked about them. My mom, Mary, had trained as a nurse but gave it up when my sister and I were young. She was plump, hair bushed out in curls; bubbly, mercurial, empathy flowed through her veins – she was always touching, hugging, the warm heart of any room. They were like chalk and cheese, but seemed to rub along well.


My sister, Bess was in ninth grade; at fifteen she was two years younger than me. She had soft, silky brown hair with a rosebud mouth – looked like a TV weather presenter, with the kind of confidence that radiated. If you were in her circle, you were “in.” We weren’t antagonistic, we didn’t fight or anything, we just lived in parallel worlds. Though to be fair, I did overhear her once saying to her friends, “Look, Janice, he may be a jerk, but he’s my brother, OK?”


I came home on the yellow bus with her – not that we sat together; she was with her friends at the back, I was up by the driver. I was awkward around girls. And boys, too, for that matter. I couldn’t seem to get on the wavelength as far as joshing went, or carry much of a conversation. I was no jock, clumsy at throwing or catching, the last to be selected for the baseball teams. I was good at cross-country, my long legs seemed to eat it up, and I enjoyed getting into the rhythm of it. But we didn’t do much of that. If you couldn’t measure it on the track, it didn’t count.


We lived in Fulton Street, on the edge of a smart area of town; middle class, mostly professionals with families. The houses were set back, half an acre each, with long drives, staggered along the rise to keep the views clear. Manicured lawns ran down to the road, shaded by clumps of hemlock, cedar and birch, everything trimmed to within an inch of its life, cars tucked away in garages. Like a million other suburban streets, it exuded a quiet respectability and pride. It felt like the backbone of America. If it could speak, I guess it would say something along the lines of – “We might have come here as immigrants, but we’ve tamed the land, we’ve made it ours, we’ve built our city on the hill, we’re here to stay. And we’re going to keep it this way – no need for fences or gates, we’re all civilized here. We’re prosperous but not showy, stable but not dull. Honest and decent. Other parts of the world might have wars, refugees, but this is a good life, the best there is anywhere, and we vote for it.”


Bess skipped past me as we walked up the drive. “Mom, Mom,” she began calling out as soon as she got the door open. “What’s going on? We got out early.”


Mom was on the phone. “I don’t know, Brenda,” she was explaining to someone, “I haven’t heard anything yet. Look, the kids have just arrived, I’ll ring you later, honey, OK?”


“I’ll go look on Facebook.” Bess took off up the stair. “Bess…” Mom started to say, but she was too late. “Oh well, now, Jim, before you get into your gaming, you’ve got to tidy that room of yours, it’s a tip.”


Soon it was all humming with noise; the hoover, the dishwasher running, the AC working away, the boiler rumbling in the cellar, CBS 60 Minutes on the TV, “This is most unusual,” the presenter was saying, “if not unprecedented. We still have no indication of what the President is going to say; the Press Office is keeping a tight lid on it; could it be his resignation?” Our neighbor, Jerry, was mowing his lawn, rush hour traffic roared along Fulton Street, the phone went again, I heard the crunch of tyres on the gravel after a while as Dad arrived home early.


“Kids, your father’s home,” Mom called out. “Donald, do you know what’s going on?”


“No idea, Mary.” The doorbell chimed. “I’ll get it.”


“Jerry, Marcia, how are you?”


“You’ve heard about the President, Donald? Sounds like an event. Saw you arriving. Rather than watching it next door, could we come and sit with you? We’ve brought drinks.”


“Of course, great, come on in.”


Sitting here now, on these winter nights, the only sounds the scratch of the pen, the crackling of the fire, the Great Gray Owl booming away, mice rustling in the straw, it’s those little details that come back to me vividly: the buzz of civilization, of security and convenience, of regulated warmth. The unlimited power dedicated to our comfort, light available at the flick of a switch; hot water at the turn of a tap; communication at the press of a button; food, ready to eat; new clothes and shoes – ready made; the magic of TV – it feels unreal now, a fantasy. I’ve given up trying to describe it to Gor – he looks at me pityingly.


“People lived in boxes on the wall?”


“Kind of. And there was something called the Internet. You could ask anything of it.”


“You mean like the Oracle? How did it do that? You’re losing your mind, master,” he replied, shaking his shaggy head. He could only have been in his twenties, but he looked more like in his forties. People age faster now.


Am I indeed losing it? I guess that’s why I’m putting down this record, to remind myself that this is what life was like, that this is what happened, that it’s true. Writing it down – it somehow makes it real again. It’s almost as if…if I could understand what happened, I’d know what to do next. As if I could learn something.


We settled on the sofas around the TV. Dad and Jerry were both scrolling through their phones.


“Looks like it might be something to do with the sun,” said Jerry. “But no one seems sure.”


At six, the President strode magisterially out to the podium, stared us in the eye, and started talking. From memory, it went like this.




Fellow Americans. I’ve some important news for you all. In a few hours’ time, around midnight, we’re expecting to see something happen to the sun. The experts call them Coronal Mass Ejections. But I’ll be calling them solar flares. These happen all the time, coming in cycles every few years, and normally cause no problems. But this one, people say, might be huge.


Now the climate people get everything wrong, they’re a sad bunch, and they’re probably wrong this time. But I’ve always been honest with you, unlike previous presidents, and I have such a huge respect for you all that I’m telling you this now. If they’re right, then you won’t be taken by surprise tomorrow morning when you hear about it – we won’t actually see anything from here, because we’ll be facing away from the sun. If they’re wrong, well, you’re intelligent people, and you can make up your own minds about where your tax dollars should go.


If it does happen, it’ll take a day or two to reach us. Believe me, it will not affect your health, you will feel nothing. It won’t hurt or damage you in any way. But people say it’s quite possible that the electricity supply will be affected across the country for some days. We do not have the time to build in systems to prevent that. So all solid-state electronics might stop working. That means anything with a circuit board, which includes radios and televisions, cell phones and computers and other electronics. So it could affect cars, fridges, lighting, heating, power lines and landlines.


Fortunately, I’m able to give you this advance warning. Other nations will be following our lead. I’m in regular contact with other presidents. I’ll be addressing the nation again at nine a.m. tomorrow morning, when we’ll know whether it’s happened or not. God bless you all, God bless America.





We listened for another few minutes as other presenters came on, mostly talking about what life might be like without electricity for a while, and what to do about it if it happened. They interviewed a family who had been off-grid for years, and were fine about it. Nearly a million families in the country already lived that way, out of choice. Seemed like it would be a piece of cake.


Then Mom got up – “Come here kids, I want to hug you both,” she said, a quiver in her voice.


I hated the fuss, the physical contact, but I put up with it resignedly. Bess looked up at her with her big, brown, doe-like eyes. “Mom, are we going to be all right?”


“Of course we are, dear.” Mom stroked her hair. “It’ll be fun. Like that Thanksgiving when we had the power cut, and ate sandwiches by candlelight. You remember the games we played?”


Bess rolled her eyes. “Mom, we were kids back then. OK, I’ll go along with it, but only if I can have some friends over.”





THREE


Anchorage was a church-going community. Pretty well everyone went, at least occasionally. Not that the churches ruled life as much as they used to – the city had grown so fast, and people would come in, move out – much like the air cargo traffic, it was one of the world’s biggest airports for that. But there wasn’t much “heart” to it. The churches had most of that.


We didn’t attend though. Dad didn’t talk about religion, other than to say it wasn’t for him. He said he was a scientist, he believed in what he could measure, and he believed in people, not the supernatural. Mom was more open. She read the Bible, and I’d seen her praying. Me…I’d no idea. I remember it meant something to me when I was younger, in Sunday School class, but I couldn’t remember what.


But Mom had insisted. “This is a time for good neighborliness.”


So I went with Mom and Dad later that Friday evening to St. Mary’s Episcopal, a few blocks away. Bess was out with friends. The church was packed, people standing around the walls, there must have been several thousand there. I started to count them, multiplying by rows. The minister was a small, roly-poly man, in a smart, greenish suit, brown-framed specs on his pointy nose, jabbing to make his points, like a bird searching for worms. He was just coming to the end of his talk.


“So we’re doing our utmost to serve the people of Anchorage in our time of need. In our little church here, Isabel and her sisters have so graciously set up forty volunteer rotas, with half a dozen helpers in each, who will visit areas of the community house by house, bringing material and spiritual food. Like Joseph in the Old Testament, we are creating a central depot and asking everyone to bring what surplus they have so we can distribute it to those in the most need. We can turn this difficulty into something positive, with God’s help. I’ll take any questions now.”


“What if it doesn’t happen? Isn’t all this unnecessary?” Someone asked.


“I don’t think the President would have announced it on TV if he had any doubts,” said the minister. “He doesn’t take kindly to being made a fool of.”


A voice from toward the back of the hall. “I don’t know why you think God will help you in this, minister. It’s His judgment coming. Revelation 16:8 “And the fourth angel poured out his vial upon the sun; and power was given unto him to scorch men with fire.” God will look after the believers. We should be praying for grace, for salvation, for God to avert his wrath, not doing the social services job for them.”


Like everyone else, I turned to look at him, expecting to see some kind of prophet with long white hair, the way he talked, some guy from Old Testament times, but he seemed an ordinary type.


The minister paused. “There is a role for the Marthas of this world as well as the Marys, my friend. I do believe God is here in this, and will help us. But I believe He wants us to respond in the way Jesus would have done. With compassion, and mercy in our hearts.”


The guy wouldn’t give up. “I feel called to say something, minister. You don’t know Jesus, you haven’t taken him into your heart. The Rapture is coming! I call on you all to repent, please, get on your knees to turn the fire away from us. Do it now, before it’s too late!” And he turned, elbowing through the crowd to the door.


The minister raised his hands. “Well, our brother has his point of view. Indeed, some of us may agree with him. Some of us have the gift of prophecy and tongues, some of us the more boring ones of service and organization.” He shuffled a bit. “But I don’t believe this is the end. And the Rapture is not mentioned in the Bible. We do not know when the time will come. Perhaps, though, it’s the beginning of the end. And these days will certainly see many more people looking for the path of salvation and righteousness. So churches need to be expanded to contain them. And if we ask for a donation from everyone we help, we might reach our building fund target. In the meantime, it could be a difficult week, but I’m sure if we lose power it’ll be restored in a few days. So let’s be sensible and follow what the government’s asking us to do, and we can see all this as an opportunity to show our faith in action. Thank you all for coming this evening. Let’s end with a prayer.”


He bowed his head, raised his arms, his voice deepened.




Heavenly Father, protect us in our hour of need. Give us wisdom to discern what’s right, fill us with compassion for those who need our help. Guide our leaders, let the Holy Spirit be upon them as they make the decisions for our nation. Be with our loved ones everywhere, and lead us through the coming days. Support all our congregation here, and our service to the community. We ask this in the name of your son, Jesus Christ. Amen.”





The minister wasn’t in my kind of world, but his words were comforting. I remember thinking that with so many churches and Christians in Anchorage there would be plenty of help around. And with our strong government, surely nothing could go seriously wrong. There really couldn’t be anything to worry about. Not for us, anyway.





FOUR


Hours later, at midnight, way past my bedtime, and we were still watching TV. It was all about the solar flares and what they could mean. Of course, we couldn’t see anything in the sky ourselves, it was night here, but on the other side of the world seemed like everyone was outside, watching the sun, through glasses. You could see the black sunspots, scattered all over. The local presenter was talking.




“Well, folks. Amazing things happening here. These people with eclipse-viewing glasses can see the flares. Not all of them, they’re mostly outside the range of visual frequencies. I can tell you though, these aren’t just “flares,” they’re vast, it’s more like the sun is exploding, throwing off huge fireballs. Each of these individual flares is hundreds and thousands of billions of tons of plasma, the stuff the universe is mostly made of, being ejected, tens of millions of miles across, travelling at millions of miles an hour.


Is this unusual? No, it happens all the time. In fact, back in 1989, the whole of Quebec was shut down for a week! Can you imagine that? No power for a week? Maybe that had something to do with the birth rate the following year! And I’m told there was a huge flare a few years ago, in 2012, but it missed us. The sun’s aim is not great. The last big one it managed to hit us with was back in 1859. But guess what? We had no electricity back then. There was only the telegraph to knock out. So it didn’t matter. We’re hearing that this thing might be a lot bigger, we’ll find out and let you know, but the word from the governor’s office is that we’re going to have a great party. You don’t want to miss this, When these solar flares hit the earth’s magnetic shield in the early hours of Sunday, it’s going to be the most spectacular fireworks ever.


But now on to other news. The Sea Wolves are down thirteen points in their last game…”





Dad was looking stuff up on the Internet. Mom was on facetime to family, but the lines were so overloaded, they kept losing the connection. She managed to get a few minutes of conversation in over several hours of trying. Aunt Beth, in London, England, said that they’d heard about it earlier, when the Prime Minister addressed the nation, same time as the President, and there was some rioting. The news on the Net was that there were a few hundred dead in Manila, wherever that was. But it was getting harder to find information. China had closed down.


“C’mon now, kids,” Mom said, “let’s get ready, like they say. Jim, you can fill the bath with water. Bess, could you find as many containers as you can. Donald, you’ve still got those candles and gas burners left over from last time?”


We were sitting around the TV again the next morning, on Saturday, watching the President.




…It’s not certain that one of these flares will hit us. But to be on the safe side, to protect our homes and our security, I’ve declared a state of National Emergency across the whole country. All flights are grounded. Ships are being directed to the nearest port. Now I have tremendous respect for you all, but there are criminal elements in this country, especially in the cities, full of thieves and murderers. Let’s not kid ourselves, we all know who they are. So the National Guard has been called out, and a curfew will operate from eight p.m. tonight – the storm, if it happens, will be around midnight. So later this evening, all travel will stop. There will be no panic, and sales of food and water will be restricted per person and family. Looters will be shot on sight. We will offer no mercy to looters. Looters will be treated like terrorists. And borders will be closed. No terrorists will be able to take advantage of this. Your security is my first concern. Priority in services will be given to the military, the police, and hospitals, in that order. All radio and TV channels, until the storm arrives, will be dedicated to providing you with information you need. We’ll bunker down, and we’ll ride out this storm. As a precautionary measure, the national grid will be shut down until the storm has passed. So from eleven p.m. tomorrow evening, you will have no electricity. It will be restored a couple of hours later.





The President paused, running his hands over his hair, his voice deepening.




Do not be scared by false reports, like those from the Chinese News Agency. Fantastic lies are being told in some quarters. The media is all lies. We will pull through. We’ll do more than that. You know I’ve never shirked a challenge. And this challenge is a huge opportunity for us.


Now here’s something I want to share with you people. The grid is in a terrible state. Awful. Most of it is more than a hundred years old! Previous administrations didn’t fix the roof when the sun was shining. They preferred spending tax dollars bringing the country down, not investing in oil and coal, sending the work abroad, pretending that we – we – were to blame for climate change. They’ll be blaming us for these solar flares next. (He laughed.) They were too lazy, too corrupt. The grid needs a trillion dollars of repairs. Trillions. So we’re going to fix it! It’s going to mean massive jobs. Huge. Huge. This is going to be the biggest investment in the history of our great nation. Bigger than the railroads. Bigger than aviation. Bigger than roads.


You know I’ve always risen to the occasion. We will all rise to the occasion! Because we are a great people. This is a wonderful opportunity to come out of this even greater, to clean up our streets, upgrade the power, purge America and restore it to its rightful place in the world. I’ll be working with you night and day to see this happen. God bless you all.





“What a bullshitter,” said Dad. “Though he’s right about the grid.”


“Seems to me he’s right about most things,” I muttered. I liked strong leaders. But there was never any point in arguing with Dad, or Mom. Their views were too wet, too set.


We kept on watching, but there was no definite information yet. The news anchor was talking.




Opinion in the scientific community is divided. Most are agreed it will have an impact, but some say it will only affect the half of the earth facing the sun. Others say that the flares we’ve had before were pinpricks compared to this, and one of those giant balls coming this way would envelop the earth if it hit us directly. Either way, we haven’t seen a solar superstorm like this before. Could this be another Carrington Event, likely to happen every century or two, or could it be even bigger, of the kind that might happen only once every thousand years or more? Will it have a localized effect on some power grids, or will it be like the asteroid that ended the rule of the dinosaurs? Exciting days, folks. We’ll find out in the early hours of Sunday. They have ninety million miles to cross first…








FIVE


Saturday was a strange day. The Internet connection was still mostly down. It seemed like everyone was trying to talk to everyone else, but no one had anything particularly helpful to say. The news channels just kept repeating non-information. Mom and Dad spent the morning doing the kind of things parents do, sorting out things, checking stores.


“What we have here isn’t going to last us long,” Dad said, after a while. “I’ll drive to the mall to pick up more water and food. Should be fine if the Guard is out.”


He came back a couple of hours later, rubbing a big red mark on his cheek.


“I was trying to break up a fight. People were trampling on each other in Walmarts. We were meant to queue and stick to one basket, there were a couple of cops there but I guess they didn’t want to shoot their neighbors over a loaf of bread. Glass and flour all over the floor. Same everywhere. All I could get was some lemonade and a few potatoes.”


“People are fighting? Here?” I could see the disbelief cross Mom’s face. She stood silent for a moment, then, “Never mind, I did a shop last weekend, and the fridge is half-full. We’ll get by.” Her eyes went to Dad’s cheek. “You’re going to have a nice bruise there tomorrow, you’d better let me get some cream on that.”


I heard some banging from out the back, and went over the fence to say hello.


Mr. Thacker, Bob, lived in a small bungalow that backed onto our garden. He was here when we arrived ten years ago, when Dad got the university job. He’d always kept himself to himself. I didn’t know if he had any friends or relatives – but he was always polite, to us at any rate, but not “socially aware,” according to my parents. He was shorter than me, usually unshaven, a bit grungy, long white hair tied with a red ribbon in a ponytail, always wearing the same old, faded, blue overalls. He had a sort of ageless look about him – must have been in his seventies, he would never say. But he looked capable. His hands were large, scarred, with misshapen fingers. He never seemed to do anything about the house, which looked more ramshackle as the years went by. He was a veteran, but that was way back in time, and he hadn’t had a proper job since – he scraped a living “fixing” things. In his back yard there were a couple of trucks, several rusting cars, old fridges and lawnmowers, half-hidden in weeds. He looked as if he’d been born and bred there, aging along with the plot.


“He brings down the tone of the neighborhood,” Mom would mutter.


Still, she liked him, and we got on with him better than his neighbors on the other side, who’d petitioned the council to have his back yard cleaned up.


We generally said “hi” every couple of days. Every weekend I spent a few hours at his place, digging his vegetable patch, washing up, and he gave me the odd dollar, but the great thing – a few years earlier, he’d taught me to shoot a rifle. He wouldn’t let me use his Browning BLR or his Winchester M70 but he had two Ruger American bolt action rifles which weighed less and with a smaller kick. It was my all-time favorite thing. The Rugers lost accuracy after a hundred yards or so, but anything under that was easy. After a few months I found there was something magical about willing a small hunk of lead into a bulls-eye. Why go through the cumbersome business of throwing a ball when you could hit the target direct, in an instant?


“You’re a natural, Jim,” he’d said to me. “Just pop over the fence and pick up the rifle here from the porch any time you like, go practice.”


Sometimes, when there weren’t too many chores to do, Mom let me go hunting with him. We’d drive for an hour or two and go after small game – squirrels, hares, ptarmigan, that kind of thing. A few times, Mom let me stay with him overnight, out in the bush. I think she was nervous about it, but I always came back happier, and she liked me that way. We’d bivouac, and he’d teach me stuff about lighting fires, how to do it with a lens, or steel, or bow and drill: about following tracks, and being prepared. Boy Scout stuff. I loved it, being out there. He was my best friend. My only one, really, to be honest, if I didn’t count those on the war-gaming forums, who I hadn’t actually met.


“Hey, kiddo, what’s up?”


“Don’t rightly know, Bob. I’m nervous. No one seems to know anything. What do you think’s going to happen?”


“Don’t know myself, kid. That’s why I’m doing this.”


“What are you doing?”


“I’m fixing this old dump truck. Putting in a new crankshaft, new tires, welding some panels to the back.”


“Why? Looks like a clunker from one of those Second World War films, The Dirty Dozen or something.”


“In case I need to use it.”


“What’s wrong with your pickup?”


“Nothing at all, Jim, but the starter motor needs electricity. If we’ve got no electricity, it’s not going to last long. With this, I can produce the electrical current from the mechanical power of the engine.”


“But why would you need it?”


Getting up, he wiped his hands on a dirty grey rag. For a long moment, he looked at me without speaking, then he said, “Perhaps I’ll come over and see your folks tomorrow. I might be around in the morning.”





SIX


That night we were all outside, on Jerry and Marcia’s lawn, with a group of other neighbors, looking up at the night sky, sunglasses ready, just in case. All along the road and across the other side of the hill, through the trees, we could see lights on, everyone still up, the beams of torches flickering as people gathered. The news all evening had been about the temporary blackout. A minute before eleven p.m. people started chanting “sixty, fifty-nine, fifty-eight…” and ended with a cheery shout on “zero!” Nothing happened. Then, a few seconds late, all the lights went out, and applause resounded around the valley. Around midnight, there were murmurings of approval as the sky started to flame, like the Northern Lights, which we’d seen many times before, but in many more colors. Then it went up a notch, and another one, to gasps of astonishment. Rich purples at the top, down through shimmering greens, yellows and blues, more colors than you can think of. And then it went up another notch, and again. For the first time in my life, I felt my jaw physically drop. I’d seen weird stuff on the Internet, but nothing like this for real. The sky was so bright it was like midday. Streams of fire were flickering along the electrical wires. The ground flared red.


Bess was taking pictures on her mobile. “Awesome!” she shouted. “This is so weird!”


The birds were singing.


“They think it’s daytime,” Dad said. “Well, I guess one of those fireballs did wrap itself around the earth.”


“What a thing, hey?” Jerry called out. “Feel privileged to have seen it.”


We stood there, in the middle of the most amazing fireworks display since the world was born till it died down after an hour or so.


“I guess we’ll stay out here till the electricity comes back on,” said Jerry, shining the torch around. How about you guys?”


“I’m ready to get some z’s now,” said Dad, “I’ll see you in the morning.”


I went inside with Dad, and slept late. Around eleven a.m. I finally got up. The room was already hot, the AC wasn’t working. Bess was still asleep. Mom and Dad looked as if they’d been up for hours. They were talking in low voices, as if they hadn’t wanted to disturb us.


“We should keep the fridge door closed, Mary, to keep the cold in.”


“What’s the point, Donald? We need the milk for cereal and it’s going to go off in a couple of days anyway.”


“But if we keep the fridge door closed we could use it tomorrow.”


“But why? We need it now.”


They heard me on the steps and turned.


“Jim, morning. Wake Bess up, and we’ll have some cereal for breakfast.”


“I could skip cereal,” I offered.


“You’re going to have breakfast, young man,” Mom replied.


“OK, Mary, let’s grab it and shut the door quick.”


Bess came jumping down the stairs, her hair flying around. “Dad, my phone isn’t working, can you fix it?”


Dad looked exasperated. “Bess, where’ve you been lately? The power grid went down last night, and it hasn’t come back yet. I don’t even know if phones will work when it switches on again. We need to keep the food as fresh as we can, so, no trips to the fridge. And there’s a curfew coming this evening, so we shouldn’t go too far from home.”


“But, Dad, I was going to Facetime with Janice this morning,” Bess complained.


“Sorry, honey, you’ll just have to wait till the power comes back.”


Bess pouted. “That’s such a drag. I’ll just have to go chill with her then. Can you give me a lift?”


“The cars won’t start, I’ve tried them.”


“Oh, fine, I’ll walk it then.”


Dad hesitated. “Look, Bess, we don’t know if it’s going to be safe out there. It’s a long way. What do you think, Mary?”


“I don’t want the kids out of sight of one of us in this kind of situation.”


The pout became a frown. “Are you locking me down? That’s not fair.”


“I’m sure Janice’s parents will be thinking the same, Bess.”


“Oh Mom…don’t be ridiculous. It’s a power cut, not the end of the world!”


Then there was a knock at the back door. Mom went to answer it.


“Bob, good to see you, come on in. Let me get you a coffee, we’ve got a gas burner on. Two sugars, wasn’t it?”


“Thank you kindly, Mam. I’m sorry to trouble you,” he said, “but I think we should talk.”


He sat on a stool at the kitchen table, with the four of us, awkwardly cradling his cup.


“I’ll get to the point. There’s trouble coming.”


“Well, we know that, Bob, but what do you mean exactly?” Dad asked.


“There’s no power. We don’t know for how long. Things are going to get difficult, fast. You’ve probably not got food for more than a few days. I can help you.”


“C’mon, Bob.” Dad raised his eyebrows. “You’re exaggerating, surely? The government will sort it out. It’ll be back to normal in the next day or so.”


Bob got up and prowled around. He seemed out of place in Mom’s smart kitchen, like something dragged in from the woods.


“You may be right, Mr. Richards. But if you aren’t, we could work with each other.”


“How?”


“You’re a practical guy, Mr. Richards, an engineer. Mrs. Richards knows nursing. I know I haven’t been a great neighbor, but I like your kids. And Jim here has potential. If things get bad, it’s not a good time to be on your own. I have guns, and I know the bush. I think we could make a team. Teams’ll survive better than families.”


“Are you for real, Bob?” Mom laughed sunnily. “You’ve been watching too many survival movies.” She grabbed a dishcloth and scrubbed at the countertop, cleaning up non-existent dirt. “And I don’t want you scaring the children. The answer is no. But you’re always welcome around here at any time.”


“Yessum,” he said resignedly. “But bear it in mind. I’m gonna be moving out.”


“What about the curfew?” Dad objected.


“Just how long do you think that’ll last? You think the police and Guard will stick around when their cupboards are being raided and their wives beaten up? It’ll be rough then, safer out of the city.”


“You’ve got a really downbeat view, Bob,” Mom said accusingly. “You’ve been living by yourself for too long. This is a friendly community. We’ll stick by each other.”


“Maybe. But you know what they say about the difference between an Alaskan and a bucket of shit?”


“No.”


“The bucket.”


“Are you dissing me?” This time Mom’s laugh had an edge to it. “You sure know how to appeal to a woman.”


Bob was silent for a moment, then he said, “No, I’m calling you a fool…with all due respect. Geez, take a joke,” he added, hastily, as Mom bristled. “Anyway,” he said, edging towards the door. “Wanted to leave the thought with you. Maybe I’m completely wrong, and I hope I am. But it don’t hurt to be prepared. I’ve seen what happens when food and water runs out. It don’t matter where you live, who you are – everyone turns animal.” Opening the door, he said, “If you change your mind, I’ll still be here for a day or so, got some work to do.”


I wondered what he was talking about. But it was none of my business, all down to Mom and Dad.


Not being able to use my cell phone didn’t bother me, I rarely used it anyway. But not being able to play Total War: Rome – that was a blow. I’d just established the strongest army in the field and could lose my position with a time penalty. I went to my room to put some more stamps into my collection instead. I only had four hundred stamps with birds of the world on them, and there were over ten thousand to go. I’d have to speed up when I got a job. I was looking forward to that – imagining what you could do if you had real money!
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