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Chapter 1

The End of Christmas

(Alexa)
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"Dear citizens:

In light of the present circumstances and with the paramount goal of preserving our energy resources for the well-being of the entire nation, the Central Government finds it necessary to implement extraordinary measures regarding the Christmas celebrations.

It’s undeniable that the Christmas season is a time of joy and unity for all of us. However, we must face the fact that the festivities gobble up a significant amount of energy, which puts a considerable strain on our already limited resources.

Therefore, we've made the decision to officially call off the Christmas celebrations this year. This is to prioritize energy conservation and ensure the stability of our electrical supply in these uncertain times.

Furthermore, we're calling on all citizens to pitch in by voluntarily handing over their Christmas decorations that consume energy. We understand this may be a tough pill to swallow for many, but it's crucial that we all do our bit to face the challenges ahead.

The collected decorations will be temporarily stored in the supply warehouses located behind City Hall, where they will be safeguarded until the situation clears up.

Let's remember that together we are stronger, and by pulling together for the common good, we can overcome any adversity that comes our way.

We thank you in advance for your understanding and collaboration in this important task.

May solidarity and community spirit guide us in these difficult times!

Sincerely,

The Central Government"

One Hour Later

"Why can't we celebrate Christmas?"

"Because it’s scorching hot," my mother answered curtly.

I didn't understand.

"But... it's always been scorching hot," I said softly, stating the obvious.

Since the day I was born, I’d come to grips with the world as a hot, sometimes suffocating place, so her words made no sense to me.

"But it’s much hotter now, and the air conditioning uses far too much energy," she exclaimed angrily, wiping the sweat from her forehead. "Get to your room and bring your Christmas box," she ordered.

I stared at her, reluctant to obey.

"Didn't you hear me?" she repeated, her voice rising in a scolding tone.

"Yes..." I mumbled. "I'll go get it."

"Don't dawdle. We have to leave in less than twenty minutes," she warned.

I kept my Christmas box at the bottom of the closet, beneath my two toy boxes. They were quite heavy, and I would've been grateful if my mom had helped me move them, but every time I asked, she told me that we women had to learn to stand on our own two feet. I didn't understand why we couldn't ask for help precisely because we were women, though at that moment I didn't have time to dwell on it. When I removed the second box, I tumbled backward from the weight; the box burst open, and the toys rained down on top of me.

"Hurry up!" my mother yelled. "Stop playing around!"

Thanks for asking if I'm okay, I thought, but I would never have dared to say it out loud. I swallowed my frustration.

After getting up, I pushed the toys aside and pulled out the box that had "Christmas" written on its side. When I had it in front of me, I had a sinking feeling about the fate of those objects I cherished so much. In that moment, I made a harmless decision and acted on it. Unplanned, I would keep that little secret for a long time.

"Here it is," I told my mother after dragging the box over to her. "What are you going to do with it?" I asked cautiously.

"The fascist government ordered us to turn in all the Christmas decorations that use energy," she replied angrily, and my heart sank. "We have to check them and sort them."

"Don't bother," I sighed. "They all use energy."

"Then we'll take the whole box. Now help me sort the rest of the decorations," she said as she picked up one of the large boxes that contained the ornaments for the main living area. "I hope we can keep a few," she commented naïvely.

"All the decorations we have use energy," I informed her. "Even the ornaments and the wall hangings."

"I remember I had some old decorations that didn't use energy," she said, becoming thoughtful. "They were..."

"They were Grandma's," I reminded her. "You threw them away because you thought they were too old-fashioned, just like her."

"I remember now," she simply replied. I guessed she felt a little bad about it. "We'd better hustle, or this will take us all day."

We took the seven boxes to the elevator in three trips. When we finally tried to get in, the digital screen on the doors informed us that, due to the energy-saving measures implemented by the government, the elevators would be out of service until further notice.

"We have to go down seventeen floors," I informed her. "That's a lot of stairs."

"I know how to count," she snapped angrily. "I refuse to lug all this down by myself." After saying that, she pushed the boxes toward the trash chute and pitched them in. Incredibly, all seven fit. "Now we only have to go down twenty-eight floors," she told me with a smile.

"You're quite clever," I couldn't help but be surprised.

"I'm not smart, just cunning," she was honest. "Want to save yourself the effort of going down all those stairs?" she asked slyly.

"Yes," I answered without hesitation.

"Follow me." We walked to one of the laundry chutes, and I immediately knew what she was planning. I felt a knot of fear in my stomach because it would be a nasty fall if something went wrong.

"The sign is clear: do not throw bundles exceeding one hundred kilograms, or the chute could break," I expressed my concern.

"I don't weigh more than sixty kilograms, and you don't weigh more than thirty," it was true, but that didn't eliminate the risk that the old chute could give way. "Come on, don't be a chicken," she challenged me.

"Okay, but you go first," I said fearfully.

"Better if we go together." Then, she swept me up in her arms, kicked the chute open with her foot, and without another word, we took the plunge.

"Aaaaaaaaahhh!" I'll never forget our screams as we fell, nor the smell of dirty laundry when we landed.

"That was fun, wasn't it?" my mother asked me, a huge smile on her face. "We have to do that again."

"If you say so," I confessed I was still terrified.

After our little adventure in the chute, we went for the boxes, dragged them to my mother's old truck, and headed off. In less than an hour, we arrived at our destination.

"I thought there would be more people," my mother commented.

"Me too," I agreed. "Are you sure we have to turn in our decorations?" I still held onto a glimmer of hope that it wasn't true.

"It was an official order; we can't wriggle out of it," she confirmed with despair.

"Move along," one of the guards ordered in a rigid voice.

"We're here to drop off..."

"Get out of the truck!" the guard interrupted my mother harshly, even pointing her gun at us. "I won't repeat myself, out now," she lowered her voice, but that didn't make me feel any less scared.

"Get out carefully and don't make any sudden moves," my mother whispered to me.

Very carefully, we opened the doors and climbed out of the truck.

"This must be a mistake," my mother said to the guard in a calm voice.

"There's no mistake," the guard retorted. "You've broken the law, and you'll have to pay the piper."

"Did we break the law?" I asked my mother, but she was too nervous to hear me; her gaze was locked on the guard's gun.

"What's going on here?" another guard asked as he approached.

"They violated the second decree," the guard replied.

"I see," the guard seemed to understand, but neither my mother nor I had any idea what they were talking about. "You'll have to follow me," he ordered. Fortunately, his tone was kinder than his partner's, and he didn't point his gun at us.

"I assure you we haven't done anything wrong," my mother told the guard as we walked down a long corridor, "and I also have no idea what decree you think we've violated."

"I'm sorry about my partner's attitude. She tends to overreact sometimes; I guess she's seen too many cop shows." His comment made my mother laugh, and I was glad because I hadn't seen her smile in a long time.

"What about the decree you mentioned?" my mother ventured to ask him. "Is it old or new?"

"The decree my partner mentioned hasn't been published yet..."

"If it hasn't been published yet, then we haven't done anything wrong." My mother's logic was irrefutable. "I'll file a complaint for abuse of authority."

"You have every right to do so, but I doubt it will get off the ground," he was honest. "There are bigger fish to fry right now." His voice reflected genuine concern. "By the way, the last three decrees will be issued at midnight."

"What are those three decrees?" I asked with curiosity.

"I haven't memorized them yet, but they have to do with saving water, saving energy, and protecting the environment," he shook his head. "It's the same old tune of good intentions, but this time they're supposed to be much stricter with the penalties."

"How strict?" The hint of fear in my mother's voice made me stop. I wasn't the only one; the guard also stopped and looked at us with concern.

"Anyone who exceeds their energy consumption will have their service cut off for six months." It seemed like a fair but excessive measure. "Anyone who wastes water will suffer some form of corporal punishment, and anyone who harms the environment will have to clean up toxic waste for the rest of their days. As you can see, they're finally cracking down." Just hearing it scared me.

"Which of the decrees would we have violated?" my mother asked with genuine concern, holding my hand tightly.

"Your truck is electric, but it's also old, and charging it consumes three times as much energy as a new truck." I guess we both understood. "You'll have to turn it in to be recycled."

"More than 60% of people will have to turn in their vehicles," my mother commented. "It's going to be a Christmas with a lot of riots and protests."

"I'm afraid so," the man didn't even try to deny it. "If you'll allow me to help you, I'll make sure nothing bad happens to you." My mother hated receiving help, especially from men, but that day she set aside her reservations and allowed that good man to help us.

That day we lost our Christmas decorations and our mode of transportation, but at least we were registered as good citizens who cared about the planet. And that was what was important, or at least that's how I understood it.

Happy Holidays

That the Central Government pulled the plug on Christmas seemed surreal, something that could only happen in an old entertainment show. Without a doubt, it wasn't a popular decree, but quite the opposite. Days before Christmas, many citizens protested against the energy-saving measures, and they did it in a peculiar way: each of them put up their Christmas decorations. And so, the real pandemonium began. But before that, there was a bit of calm and a couple of quiet nights.

"Well, there it is," my mother commented after placing the hologram on our door that indicated we were good citizens who had gotten rid of our Christmas decorations and our old electric vehicle. "This way, no one will bother us..."

"What are you teaching that child?" our nosy neighbor interrupted our mother-daughter moment.

"I'm teaching her that she must respect the law," my mother replied without hesitation.

"No..." she refuted with her harpy's voice. "You're teaching her to be a slave to the system and to bow down to the patriarchy." At my young age, I didn't know what that meant, but it was clear it sounded terrible. It made me think my mother was teaching me something quite bad.

"I don't like the government either," my mother said confidently, "but denying that the temperature is rising is idiotic. And as for men, I don't like how they governed in their time either, but for more than twenty years, women have been calling the shots. Now, I don't want to burst the bubble you live in, but I must also remind you that the male population has been significantly reduced. Most died in stupid wars, many more from cancer, and millions weren't born because aborting males was a feminist achievement. As I see it, we defeated the patriarchy, and feminism no longer knows what to fight against." Hearing that wiped the expression from our nosy neighbor's face. "Well... happy holidays. Alexa, wish our neighbor a happy holiday."

"Happy holidays," I said in my adorable little girl's voice.

"By the way, stop dyeing and shaving your hair," my mother was a bit hostile. "You look ridiculous at your age. Besides, you barely have any hair left." After saying that, we went into our apartment, and she slammed the door in her face. "Damn feminazi," she grumbled.

"What's a feminazi?" I asked with curiosity.

"It's someone who hates just to hate," she replied with a sigh. "Go play and forget about all this," she said as she brought her hands to her face.

I went to play that afternoon, but it was impossible to forget everything I had heard. It was too much for a little girl to process. Until that day, I had always been curious about why there were so many more women than men. It was something I couldn't help but notice. Since I had started school, I had only had two male classmates, and one of them had moved to another district not long ago. So there was only one left, and since the girls always bothered him, he ended up isolating himself. He practically didn't talk to anyone. His life was a bit sad and, to be honest, I also bothered him whenever I could. I called him "the little blue boy" because his hands were always stained that color. I guess bothering him was fun. Well, until that day I thought it was right, but after what my mother had said to our neighbor, many more thoughts arose that couldn't be silenced with a simple "forget it." I wanted answers, but I didn't dare ask my mother for them. Fortunately, she could tell when I was feeling down, and that day was no exception.

"You didn't like the vegetables?" she asked me.

"They're fine," I replied in a sad voice as I took another bite of my bland vegetables.

"Are you feeling okay?" she asked in a motherly tone.

"Yes," I simply replied.

"Are you sad because we won't be celebrating Christmas?" But she didn't give me time to answer. "Believe it or not, we can celebrate it, even without light-up decorations. We'll celebrate it like they did before there was electricity and ostentatious decorations and gifts. We'll sing, eat, and play; you'll see, we'll have a blast."

"That sounds fun," I smiled, because the idea truly excited me. "Will we dance too?" I loved to dance.

"Of course we'll dance!" she exclaimed with spirit. "And we can also make our own Christmas decorations."

"Really?" The suggestion excited me more than my pale face could show. "How will we make them?"

"I'm sure there are hundreds of tutorials on the internet on how to make homemade Christmas decorations." It sounded logical. "We just have to browse the old craft videos."

That afternoon we watched a dozen videos on how to make our own Christmas decorations. They were undoubtedly illustrative and fun. Unfortunately, it wasn't something we could easily do; neither my mother nor I were particularly skilled with our clumsy hands.

"It looks a bit complicated," I was honest and couldn't help but frown. "Besides, I don't think we can buy all that paper, glue, and glitter. They look pretty expensive."

"Yes, they were somewhat expensive," my mother confirmed. "But now I don't even think it's legal to produce or sell them. They used too many chemical processes to make them. Most of them must be banned by now because of the huge carbon footprint they generate."

"So, Christmas did pollute the planet," I commented.

"You have no idea, my dear daughter," my mother seconded. "Maybe in recent years the celebrations were a bit more moderate. But when I was a child, thousands of parties were celebrated all over the world, millions of people traveled, a lot of food was consumed, but tons of food were also wasted. It was celebrated as if there were no tomorrow."

"That sounds great," I exclaimed, "but it also sounds quite irresponsible."

"Those were different times," she justified. "I'd like to say that people were much more selfish, but we still are even now."

"At least we're trying to do something different," I wanted to lift her spirits, "although it's going to be difficult to make any decorations if we don't have any paper."

"Of course we have paper," my mother said confidently. Then, she stood up and went to get it. "Here it is," she placed it on the table. "This is a lot of paper we can use."

"It's an old book and a family heirloom," I exclaimed as if it had real sentimental value.

"It's a common book that some family member stole from a hotel," my mother didn't give it much importance. "Besides, a book like this only caused more problems than it solved."

"Can I see it?" To be honest, I had never opened it.

"See for yourself that there's nothing special about it," she said as she handed it to me.

"Holy Bible," I read aloud. Opening the old book, I confirmed what my mother had told me. "Motel Route 666." I continued exploring until I reached the beginning. "Genesis. In the beginning, God created the earth and the sky and all life..."

"Please, don't start reading that thing," she was emphatic. "We're supposed to be having fun." As she said this, she showed me the scissors.

"Okay," I said with a doubtful voice.

"You don't want to do it anymore?" my mother asked.

"Yes," I said confidently. "Are you convinced it's not a good book?" I wanted to be completely sure before I started mutilating it.

"When I was a little girl, I had fallen head over heels for the idea of love," my mother blushed as she said it. "And I naively looked for it everywhere, until I discovered that this book talks about love. Unfortunately, it talks very little about it, but if you ask me, the best pages are the ones I underlined. Tear them out, and let's have some fun with the rest."

"Okay." It had so many pages that it took me over an hour to find all the love in that small, clumped-together book.

"You can keep them and read them whenever you want," my mother told me. "Now we can start cutting."

"Before we start tearing it apart, let me try something," I asked her tenderly, and my mother didn't refuse. "I promise I won't be long." I tore out a page and began to fold it delicately. It was strange, but I remembered every fold I had seen. In less than a minute, I had a little star we could hang on the tree.

"I didn't know you were good at this," my mother was surprised. "Had you ever done anything like this in school?" she asked, not hiding her curiosity.

"No. We don't do anything fun in school." And I wasn't lying. School was incredibly boring. "I just... was able to do it."

"Try again, but this time make a moon," my mother was excited. I tore out another sheet and did as she asked. "Wow, you're good," she told me with astonishment. "We have little paper, and it would be absurd to waste it with my clumsy hands," she wasn't afraid to admit she wasn't as skilled. "Let's do this: you make the decorations, and I'll put them on the tree, on the walls, and on the ceiling."

"That sounds good to me, but you're forgetting we don't have a tree anymore," I said with disappointment. "It had built-in lights; that's why we had to turn it in."

"How could I forget," she also felt disappointed. "I don't know how I'll do it, but I promise you we'll have a Christmas tree."

She was my mother, so I trusted her and her promise. I must say, she didn't let me down. We worked all afternoon and night, and by dawn, we had decorations on the windows, on the walls, and, best of all, a Christmas tree hanging from the ceiling. It was incredible what we achieved with paper, thread, and tape.

"Happy holidays," we exclaimed in unison as we contemplated our little creation, "and Merry Christmas." We were in perfect sync.

Apocalypse Supplies

Central Government Communiqué

"Before December 23, citizens who have violated the energy-saving decree must remove and turn in their Christmas decorations or face the consequences. End of communiqué."

"We'll have to take ours down too," I felt afraid that we had done something wrong by mutilating that poor book.

"They're referring to those who have put up decorations with lights," she said confidently. "Don't worry; we haven't done anything wrong, and as long as we don't use fireworks, we'll be fine." She smiled as she said it, but I didn't understand.

"What are fireworks?"

"They are beautiful to behold and... they're another thing you'll never get to enjoy," she exclaimed with disappointment. "It's not fair that you have to see everything good in an old internet video. It's not fair that you have to live in a world like this." At that moment, she leaned over and gave me a tight hug. "We need to go get the supplies," she said as she let me go.

Without our reliable electric truck, we were forced to rely on our bicycles to get around. We also considered using public transport but quickly dismissed that option after experiencing the chaos that reigned when trying to board the crowded trains or the ancient electric buses. In retrospect, I thought that choosing our bicycles was a wise decision. However, that feeling changed drastically when we received our allotted supplies.

"There must be a mistake," my mother commented. "This can't be ours," she shook her head. "Our supplies are for two people: a mother and a daughter. What you're giving me is for about twenty."

"Can we keep one of the chocolates?" I asked her.

"No," she replied immediately. "They're not ours. Check your list carefully," my mother told the militia employee who was helping us.

"There's no mistake," the woman said confidently. "Your biometric data confirms that you are entitled to all these supplies."

"Why?" my mother asked, taken aback.

"Apparently, you are a good citizen and an employee of the Central Government." I'll pause here because I might have forgotten to mention that my mother worked for the Central Government. Even though she complained so much about the "fascist government," she was an exemplary employee in charge of natural conservation, or what little was left of it. "You were one of the few citizens who turned in your Christmas decorations on time and who voluntarily gotten rid of your old electric truck. This is the Central Government's way of thanking its good citizens and employees."

"Well... thank you very much," my mother couldn't believe it, and neither could I. "I don't want to sound ungrateful, but I have no way of taking all this with me."

"Don't worry; I'll arrange for it to be taken to your apartment," the woman was overly kind. "Have a happy holiday."

"I hope I don't offend you," my mother said to the militia woman, "but all these supplies are too much for two people. They might go bad before we can consume them. Maybe you and your colleagues would like to take some."

"Are you serious?" the woman looked at her with suspicion.

"Of course, I'm serious," my mother didn't even hesitate.

When it became clear that my mother wasn't joking, each of them gratefully took a little of what we offered, expressing their appreciation with warm hugs and wishing us happy holidays. In the end, two of them accompanied us to our apartment. Their military status allowed them to activate the elevator, which had been out of service due to the power cuts. It was an immense relief to be able to use it; otherwise, it would have been a real ordeal to carry everything up the stairs.

"I appreciate your help," my mother told them when we reached our floor. "You can leave now if you want. We can take it from here."

"We're already up here. It's no trouble for us to help you bring everything into your apartment," said one of the soldiers. "Which apartment is it?"

"Number 7," I answered automatically. "I'll lead the way." I started walking, and the two women followed us until we reached our apartment.

"I appreciate your help... but it won't be necessary for you to help us bring all this inside. We can do it," I hadn't noticed until that moment, but my mom was quite nervous. So much so that her hands were trembling slightly. Obviously, the two women noticed her suspicious attitude and, before my mother said anything else, they exchanged glances. "Have a happy holiday," my mother's voice trembled.

"Open the door," one of the women ordered in an unfriendly manner.

"We're warning you now, if you have betrayed the Central Government, you will lose your job and receive corporal punishment this afternoon," the other warned. "If we find anything illegal inside your apartment, you will regret it."

"Open the damn door!" Suddenly, the kind woman turned into the tough soldier wearing the uniform. She immediately drew her weapon but didn't point it at us; she just held it in her left hand.

"There's no need to use your weapons. I'll open the door right away," my mother placed her thumb on the digital lock, and the door opened immediately. "You can come in." My mom hugged me from behind, and we took a step back.

"Don't think you're getting away with anything," the soldier holding the gun warned us. "You will go in first, and we will follow when the lights turn on. Understand?"

"Yes," we both exclaimed in unison.

We entered the apartment, and the lights came on, revealing our little secret. We felt so scared that we clasped our hands together as if there were no tomorrow.

"Are they going to punish us?" I asked my mother in a whisper.

"Maybe..." she simply replied, and I felt her body shudder.

"Wow!..." one of the women exclaimed in amazement. "What you've done is fantastic," she was sincere. "It's like something out of an old Christmas story."

"You two are a little magical, aren't you?" The soldier holding the gun re-holstered it at that moment. "What you've done is beautiful."

"Your Christmas tree is lovely," the other soldier commented sweetly.

"I can get rid of everything today, and you wouldn't have to report anything," my mother pleaded. "Please, forgive us."

"Don't worry; you haven't done anything wrong." The soldier who had been so aggressive before was sweet and kind again. "You don't have a single decoration that uses energy."

"You are not traitors," said the other soldier. "We're sorry if we were so aggressive, but you must understand: we are tired of traitors who don't follow the rules and think that because they are women there will be no consequences. The planet is hotter than ever, and many of them don't seem to care. But you are not like them."

"Well, we've disturbed you enough," said the other soldier. "We'd better be going." I felt my soul rest at that moment. "By the way, there might be riots on the 24th and on Christmas. It would be best if you didn't go out on the streets," she advised us.

"There might be blackouts too." Hearing that worried my mother. "There are a couple of supplies that can help you if things get difficult. Just check the boxes carefully. Don't forget that the Central Government looks after its good citizens."

"Have a happy holiday..."

"Alright, you bitches!" At that moment, our nosy neighbor entered our apartment, carrying two knives in her hands.

"Drop the knives!" the two soldiers ordered in unison, while pointing their guns at her.

"Calm down," my mother intervened. "She's our nosy neighbor, and I swear she's not a bad person." "Drop the damn knives!" she ordered, and our neighbor dropped them.

"I'm sorry; I thought they were doing something bad to you. I saw them come in, and they didn't seem very friendly," our neighbor looked worried. "I hope I haven't gotten you into trouble."

"It was just a misunderstanding, right?" my mother pleaded with her eyes.

"It was supposed to be easier without men," one of the soldiers commented ironically. "Now there are far fewer men, and women are in charge, and I feel like everything is the same or worse."

"At least before there were men to have some fun with," the other soldier commented.

"Defeating the patriarchy is still a duty..."

"Shut your damn mouth," my mother said to our nosy neighbor. "Happy holidays," she said goodbye to the two soldiers.

"Don't forget what they told you," was the last thing they said to her.

"I'll keep that in mind," she replied in a serious tone.

"What did they tell you?" our neighbor asked.

"Give me a moment." My mom went to get the supply boxes and took out two bottles of 50-proof vodka. "Merry Christmas," she said as she handed them to her. "I don't want to see you again until after the holidays, or what's left of them."

"You got it," our neighbor was enthusiastic. "By the way, things might get a little rough on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day. It would be best if you didn't go out," she warned us.

"Thanks for the warning."

"Have a good time," she told us sincerely. "By the way, what you did here was wonderful," she exclaimed in a dreamy voice. "There's no doubt you're the best mother I've ever known." My mother blushed a little. "You're lucky, little one."

"I know," I mumbled shyly.

"Have a good time," she left the apartment with a big smile, holding her bottles of vodka in each hand.

"Do you think she'll be okay?" No matter how nosy she was, I worried that something bad would happen to her.

"Knowing her... we won't hear from her until after New Year's," my mother replied. "She's a good person, but she stopped living in reality a long time ago." As she said this, she rolled her eyes and shook her head. "Let's check and sort the provisions we have left."

"That's a lot," I commented. "We've never had so much food."

"If things get bad, all of this will only last for a couple of months," there was concern in her voice. "We have to be careful."

"Does that mean we'll only have one chocolate a day?" I asked with naïveté and a good-girl smile.

"One chocolate a week, and on Christmas, two," she was quite precise.

"Maybe..."

"It's not negotiable," she was blunt.

"Okay." One chocolate a week wasn't bad, and two on Christmas was perfect. "What about those?" I pointed to the survival supplies hidden in the boxes. "We should check them carefully," I suggested.

"I wouldn't even want to touch them," my mother grumbled. "Alright, let's see what we have:"

	2 .22 caliber pistols with 6 cartridges

	2 switchblades

	2 tasers

	50 glow sticks

	1 50-meter rope

	2 whistles

	2 pepper sprays

	4 cyanide pills


"What is cyanide?" I asked.

"Poison," my mother answered.

"Like the stuff they use to kill rats or roaches?" I pressed.

"Yes... but this one's for humans," she said, her voice trembling.

"Why would they give us poison?" I didn't understand.

"Don't dwell on it," was the best answer she could give. "We'll keep all of this, except the glow sticks."

"Maybe we should leave a weapon outside," I suggested. Obviously, I was afraid of what might happen in the coming days.

"In my opinion, everything goes south when weapons are involved," she said, fear in her voice. "I don't know what the Central Government was thinking handing us this. But I'm telling you, I don't plan to use any of it."

"There's a note," I told her. "Maybe it explains why they sent all this."

"Give that to me," she snatched the small purple paper from my hands. "It's better if you don't read it."

"As you say." I won't deny I felt a little afraid.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to snap at you," she apologized sincerely. "Forgive me." She hugged me then, and for a couple of seconds, we said nothing. I knew she was scared of what might happen—after all, she had a little girl to look after. "Let's put away the 'apocalypse supplies' and start planning our little Christmas celebration," she said, suddenly much more upbeat.

"What's the apocalypse?" I asked, curious.

"It's..." she paused. "I was going to lie to you, but you might end up seeing an apocalypse video on your phone—and believe me, there are millions of them..." She paused again to gather her thoughts. "...It's when everything good we know ends and terrible things start happening. Catastrophic things."

"So... is the apocalypse going to happen?" I felt a terrible pit open in my stomach as I asked, and to be honest, I didn't even want to hear the answer.

"That won't happen," she exclaimed confidently. "It was just a silly figure of speech."

"Why did you say it?" I asked.

"When I was a kid, we were all obsessed with the apocalypse, and when the war happened, we realized we didn't know the half of it." A tear fell then. "'Apocalypse' is a stupid word," she shouted. "I promise I won't say it again."

"But will we be okay?" I wanted the reassurance that nothing bad would happen.

"Look, things might get a little difficult in the next few days, but I'm sure everything will be back to normal after the New Year." I wanted to trust her, but I was scared.

"You promise me there won't be an apocalypse."

"I promise." She took my small hand then. "I know the future looks uncertain and scary, but I have a feeling things will look up." I don't know if she believed it or if she was only trying to make me feel better. "It can't get any worse after everything that's happened." Those words felt like invoking an old curse.

The Last Journey of the Men

December 24th finally arrived, and I have to admit it didn't start well.

"Mom..." I nudged her—she was still asleep. "Mommy, wake up." I kept moving her arm until she cracked an eye open.

"What's wrong?" she asked, voice still sleepy.

"There's no water," I told her.

"I filled the refrigerator water dispenser last night," she mumbled, still half-asleep.

"There's no water coming from the bathroom taps or the kitchen taps," I should have started there. "Not even from the toilet tank."

"Did you check the main valve like I showed you?" She shot up at that.

"It's open," I confirmed.

"And what does the manual pressure gauge say?"

"It says there's no pressure."

"They must have shut off the pumps," she said, worried. "What time is it?"

"Almost six."

"It's still early. Most people haven't gotten up," she said in a very low voice, as if afraid someone might hear. "We have to store water where we can."

"But there's no water—where will we get it?" was the obvious question.

"We'll go down to the Serpents' Fountain," she replied. "The taps by the side should still be working."

"I'll get the gallon jugs we have." I went to fetch them and realized how exhausting it would be to carry six of those up and down the stairs. Just two trips would leave us winded.

"Alexa, we have to go," my mother was waiting at the door.

"I have a plan," I said, handing her a 50-meter rope. "I'll go down to fill the jugs, and you hoist them up through the laundry chute."

"That's a good plan," my mother said, proud of me. "But wouldn't it be better to bring them up from the balcony? It would even be faster."

"Yes, it would be faster," I agreed, "but like you said, no one should see us. We need to be quick, or all the neighbors will notice the pumps aren't working and then..." I didn't want to think about it. "I should go now."

"Wait a moment." She ran to her room and returned with one of the whistles they'd given us, hanging it around my neck. "If anyone bothers you, blow it as loud as you can and I'll come down to help."

"Okay." I kissed her on the cheek and ran. I didn't stop until I climbed down the laundry chute. "Damn it," I grumbled because there wasn't much laundry to cushion my fall. I waited a few seconds to catch my breath. "Come on, don't waste time," I told myself.

I left the building through the parking lot and didn't stop until I reached the Serpents' Fountain in the middle of the housing complex. It was roughly a kilometer from our home, maybe a bit more. I wasn't sure, but it didn't matter then. When I arrived, the water jets were still flowing, so I went straight to the serpent-shaped taps. I started filling the jugs, but they were so heavy I could only carry one in each hand. When I lifted them, I ran as if my life depended on it. Back at the laundry chute the rope hung down, so I tied the two jugs and signaled for my mother to pull them up. As soon as they started to rise, I ran back to the fountain for the next two, repeating the maneuver again and again. I don't know how long I ran, but after about fifteen laps I was completely spent. "I'm dead," I murmured.

"Seven more jugs and we'll be done!" my mother shouted down the chute; the echo reverberated like a cave.

"Got it!" I yelled with the little breath I had left.

I picked up the jugs and went back to the fountain slowly. Thirst overwhelmed me and I dropped to my knees at the taps and drank until I was full. The heat was suffocating, so I splashed water on my head. After filling the jugs, I took a short break before standing.

"Good morning," someone said. I was so tired I thought I'd misheard.

"Good morning, miss," a young man added—I turned left and confirmed I wasn't alone. "It's a very hot morning," he commented.

"Hurry and fill your jugs!" a stern older man's voice shouted from behind me.

"May I use the taps?" a young man asked politely, and I stepped aside.

At that moment my throat tightened as I realized I was surrounded by about fifty young men. The darkness that emanated from their group eclipsed any glimmer of hope inside me. I had never faced such an ominous crowd of men before, and the grim stories I'd heard about them rose like threatening specters in my mind. A chill ran down my spine imagining the evils they could hatch together.

"It'll be a long trip, so drink all the water you can!" the man in charge ordered.

"Those are my jugs!" one of the young men tried to grab them, and I snatched them back.

"Sorry. I think I got mixed up," he said, embarrassed.

Trusting them not at all, I listened to the instinct inside me. I clutched the jugs and ran as if fleeing a pack of hungry wolves. My heart pounded in my chest, drowning the sound of my own desperate footsteps. I couldn't say how long I ran; the world blurred into a mix of fear and adrenaline.

Then, as if fate itself had intervened, I tripped violently. The crash of my fall echoed in the air, wrapped in an ominous silence. The sharp sound of the plastic jugs breaking was like the lament of a grim omen as the water spilled out in an uncontrolled stream.

"Are you okay?" someone asked as they turned my body gently.

"She ruined her pretty face," one of the young men commented.

"It's just a few scrapes," another said.

"I think she lost two teeth," someone else added. Immediately, I began checking with my tongue to see if any teeth were missing, but the metallic taste of blood distracted me completely.

"Where do you live?" asked one of the young men; I pointed toward my building. "I'll take you," he said, scooping me up and lifting me in his arms.

"Put that girl down!" the man in charge shouted. "We don't have time for this. We have to go."

"If you're not back in five minutes we'll leave without you," the man warned.

"I only need three minutes," the young man said with a hint of arrogance. "Hold on tight." He started running with great agility and speed. He ran so fast that when he reached the building I couldn't believe how quick he was.

"The elevator is out of service," I told him as he headed for it. "It was shut down to save energy."

"Don't worry, I'll unlock it for a couple of minutes," he said, and, inexplicably, he kept his promise. "What floor shall I take you to?" he asked, and I was a little impressed.

"Seventeenth," I replied, not denying that I was impressed.

"We've arrived." When the elevator doors opened, he laid me gently on the floor and stood looking at me. "They say we won't see another woman for a long time."

"I'm not a woman," I protested. "I'm a child."

"If I understand correctly what they promised me, I don't think I'll ever see a child again," he said. His words struck me as strange. "In a way it's a little sad. Anyway..." He took my whistle, put it to his mouth and blew it three times. "Have a nice life," he said before the elevator doors closed.

"What happened to you?" Seconds later my mother arrived and immediately knelt to take me into her arms.

"I'll tell you everything," I said with my mouth full of blood. "I don't want the neighbors to see us or they'll ask too many questions. We have to go to the apartment."

"You're right." She picked me up and carried me inside. Before asking a thousand questions she cleaned my wounds and helped me rinse my mouth. "You lost two bottom teeth and an upper canine," she said, worried. "We'll have to see a dental surgeon."

"We'll go after the New Year," I said; I wasn't worried about being a week without teeth. "We need to prepare everything for dinner now."

"We have to go today," my mother was firm. "It could get infected, and then it would be worse."

"People can live without teeth," I said. "Some classmates don't have teeth and they're fine."

"Your classmates lost theirs naturally, and yours were broken. It's different," she tried to explain. "We have to find out if the roots are damaged."

"But it doesn't hurt," I exclaimed, confident.

"It doesn't hurt now, but later it could be unbearable pain," she warned.

"Maybe you're right." I was afraid of the dentist and all those tools. "I'll go change out of these bloody clothes."

"Don't take long," my mother said with an anxious look. "I'll change too." She went to her room. "We leave in five minutes!" she yelled from the hall, and... fifteen minutes later we were ready to go.

"It's so hot," I commented. "Why are you wearing a coat?" It seemed very strange to me.

"For safety," she answered tersely. "Stop wasting time talking. We have to go." As we left the apartment, she looked at me with concern while we walked. "Do you think you can handle the stairs, or would you prefer the laundry chute?"

"I'd rather use the elevator," I said.

"Did you forget it's out of service?"

"The Central Government locked it," I said. "You just have to enter the code to unlock it."

"The problem is neither of us knows the code." I stopped in front of the elevator and entered the code; the doors opened. "How did you know it?" my mother asked, surprised.

"I'll tell you when my mouth hurts less." I sounded like I was trying to be interesting, but I must confess my mouth did hurt. "My face feels numb," I said in a thin voice.

"Your face is swelling," she said, worried. "This is a bad time not to have our own transport."

"We can take the train," I said, and my mother checked the time on her holographic device. "If we hurry, we can catch the nine o'clock."

"If we use my bike we'll get to the train station on time," my mother said optimistically. "Don't move from here, I'll get the bike." I didn't want her to have to walk so far, so I waited by the elevator. "Good thing we left the bikes in the parking lot," she said when she returned. "Get on the back and hold me tight." I climbed onto the support tubes and hugged her tightly around the waist. "Don't let go!" she shouted.

"I won't," I whispered in her ear.

After going up the parking ramps, my mother pedaled so hard she seemed to have electric motors in her legs. I'll never forget that bike ride; we cut through the streets like birds on wheels. We moved at breakneck speed, and the fear of crashing into a car or skidding on a turn was constant. It was dangerous, but at the same time thrilling. My heart raced and despite the pain in my face from the wind, I couldn't stop smiling. It was an adventure that would be etched in my memory forever.

"The train is about to depart!" we heard over the loudspeakers.

"We're almost there," my mother panted, her voice full of fatigue as she pushed harder. With one last effort we reached the platform. But just like at the Serpents' Fountain, it was crowded with young men. The atmosphere thickened with a tangible tension, as if the air itself was charged with latent danger. I couldn't be sure they were the same men from the morning, but their presence wrapped me in a sense of unease I couldn't ignore.

I'd never seen such a large congregation of men. They pressed against one another like in an old soccer match where passions were about to overflow. Their faces, lit by the station's dim light, looked carved in stone, impassive and mysterious. The silence around them was more unsettling than any shout, as if they were waiting for something... or someone.

"We should go," my mother said, very afraid.

"Calm down, they won't hurt us," I told her.

"How do you know?" she asked in a low voice.

"Trust me," I whispered, wrapping my arm around her hand, trying to convey a sense of safety I didn't feel. "Leave the bike against the railing," I advised in a soothing tone. "I don't think anyone will dare steal it. We have to keep moving." My mother seemed rooted to the spot, as if her feet were stuck in the ground. "Walk," I urged, trying to give her courage. In that moment the dynamic between us flipped, and I found myself protecting her.

"Make way for the ladies!" a couple of young men shouted, and people began to step aside like the Red Sea parting.

"You'll be more comfortable if you board the front car," one of the men told us. "What happened to your pretty face?" he asked when he noticed my swollen face.

"I fell and my teeth broke," I told him. "My mom is taking me to the dentist."

"I'm so sorry," he showed sympathy, as did the others. "You'd better hurry."

"We're leaving!" people started shouting across the platform. "We must board!"

When we got to the first car we found a desolate scene: only women. The atmosphere was heavy with tension, like walking into a silent wake. Half the women looked in mourning, with empty stares and pale faces. The other half were visibly agitated, their expressions marked by nervousness and anxiety. It was as if the car was split between grief and despair.

"We should sit there," we found a good spot at the back of the car.

"The train's moving," my mother relaxed a little, even loosened up. "We'll get there on time."

"Take that stupid smile off," one of the women told my mother. "They control the train," she said, very upset. "Who knows what they plan to do with us."

"Look, you stupid witch," another woman spat. "If those boys were going to do anything to us, you're one of the ones who'd be safe. Damn ugly."

"You have no right to speak to her like that."

"I'll speak to her however I please, you stupid..."

"Say that again..."

"No one wants to mess with you, anorexic bitch with no tits..."

The situation tightened like an old UFC fight. Suddenly most of the women were standing, about to begin a brawl.

"Hide under the seat," my mother whispered in my ear. "Don't come out until I tell you." I saw her open her coat and feel around an inner pocket.

"Bang... bang!" Someone had fired a shot inside the car.

I froze; my mother drew her .22 but did not raise it.

"All those standing, step back and sit down," the woman with the gun ordered. "I won't repeat myself, hungry wolves." At that, everyone sat down. I could see feet shifting under the seats. "This will be a quiet trip, so nobody says a word until we pass through the tunnel. Clear?" she asked, but no one answered. "Nod your heads," she ordered. "Good." She seemed satisfied. "Where's your daughter?" At that moment my mother's legs stiffened.

"Under the seat," she said calmly. "Smart thinking. You're a good mother, but tell her she can come out now."

"Thanks, but I'd rather she stay under the seat," my mother said firmly. "I don't trust the stupid ones who want to see all men dead."

"Amen, sister," that earned a couple of laughs.

"If any of these stupid ones try anything, I promise I'll throw them off the train myself," the woman didn't seem to be joking. "Tell your child to come out."

"All right," my mother relaxed. "Alexa, you can come out now." As I emerged, I sat beside her and hugged her with all my strength. I admit I was still very scared from the shots.

"Her name is Alexa?" the woman with the gun asked.

"Yes," my mother confirmed.

"Alexa, play some music," another passenger said loudly and everyone started laughing like they'd heard the funniest joke in the world.

"It's been a long time since I heard that name," the woman said. "You're a relatively young mother," she added suspiciously, looking me over. "Like the others, I'm curious. Tell us, why did you name her that?"

"My late husband thought it was funny and unique," my mother said nostalgically. "He was one of those guys who always told jokes, even when they weren't funny." I'd never heard so much about my father as I did then.

"My husband was the same," an older woman said. "He always told crude jokes—very inappropriate." A few snickers followed.

"I loved those jokes," the woman with the gun said, "but no one tells them anymore," she said sadly.

"Good thing they don't tell them," another woman said. "They were sexist jokes, and nothing from men is worth anything."

"If you don't shut up, I swear I'll shoot you from here." She didn't seem to be joking. "It's best if nobody says anything for the rest of the trip."

For almost twenty minutes we were silent, which I appreciated. But when we entered the tunnel I felt the tension in the air—or maybe a bad premonition becoming real.

"Skreeeeee!" The screech of a sudden, violent braking rang through the tunnel, cutting the air. Shouts of surprise mixed with the crunch of metal and the squeal of brakes as the force of the impact threw most of the women from their seats. Fortunately my mother had buckled me in and held me tight.

"What's happening?" several voices asked.

"Why did we brake like that?" others asked anxiously.

As questions swirled, I noticed the woman with the gun stand solemnly. At that moment a sudden blackout plunged the train into darkness, increasing the confusion.

From the shadows came a murmur of frantic activity. A chill ran down my back as I braced for whatever might come.

"I told you damned men would hurt us!" one woman shouted. "We have to escape before they come for us!"

"She's right."

"We have to go," half the women started to panic again.

"I say we defend ourselves and attack them first."

As everyone shouted and hatched plans, I realized the rear cars—where the men had been—were now silent. Only a deadly quiet reigned. It was as if they had disappeared, and no one seemed to notice. The air turned dense with mystery. But at the end of the tunnel we saw light.

"Be quiet!" the gunwoman shouted. "There's no reason to fight anymore... the men are gone and they're not coming back." Most of the women moved closer to the window on the door.

"It's true, they're gone," someone said, confused.

"Where did they go?" they all asked in unison.

"I can't believe it, they were just right there," one woman finally dared to open the door and cross to the other car, followed by others.

"Where did the men go?" I asked my mother.

"I don't know," she answered, staring blankly. "I don't know," she repeated.

"Next station, hospital zone," a voice announced over the PA. "Prepare to disembark. Walk carefully through the corridors. Have a good day."

"Let's go," my mother took my hand. We stood and headed for the front door. "May we pass?" The gunwoman was kneeling, her gaze lost.

"Of course..." She stood and stepped back.

"Thank you," we both said.

"The way back will be difficult. You'll need this." The woman offered the gun.

"No, thank you." My mother was fearful.

"Don't be afraid to take it," she said. "The train cameras haven't worked in a long time. No one will know, and those fools are busy finding out where the men went. Come on, take it and protect your child." My mother took the gun and hid it under her coat.

"I appreciate it," the woman smiled faintly.

"Do you know where the men went?" I asked.

"They didn't tell me," she answered sadly.

"Do you think they'll return?"

"Maybe someday they'll come back looking for a pretty bride like you," her comment made me blush. "They'll have to understand we're not all their enemies."

"I don't know what to think anymore," my mother said.

"Arriving at the station," the announcement came. "Please let those exiting go before entering."

"Take care," the woman told us before the doors opened.

Christmas Gloom

"She'll feel a little groggy," the dentist told my mother. "But she'll be back to normal in a couple of hours."

"Will she be able to eat?" my mother asked, or at least I think she did... The next thing I remember is sitting on the train and the sunlight through the window dying out. "Do you feel okay?" my mother asked.

"Yes," I answered, my mouth stuffed with cotton.

"When we get home you can spit it out and rinse your mouth."

"Can I eat?" I asked, babbling and making the international sign for eating.

"Of course you can," my mother smiled. "We're almost there."

I looked out the window at the Serpents' Fountain in the distance. It was a hot afternoon, and everything seemed calm. There was no chaos like we'd imagined, and I gave thanks for... In an instant the deafening sound of sirens shattered the silence and the train stopped abruptly. The women on board grabbed whatever they could, alarmed.

Suddenly a group of soldiers burst into the cars, armed to the teeth. With steady steps they marched the aisles, demanding silence and obedience.

"Not a single person move!" one shouted, her voice ringing with authority. "Stay where you are."

The women huddled in their seats, hearts pounding. The soldiers began inspecting everyone, scrutinizing their faces and scanning biometrics.

"We're looking for those who have sons," another soldier announced coldly. "We want to know where the men went."

Panic took hold as women were inspected.

"We found one," one soldier said. "She has a fourteen-year-old son."

"Where is your son?" the leader asked.

"At my home," the woman answered timidly.

"If we go to your house we'll find him there, right?" she asked maliciously.

"Yes," her voice paled.

"Take her outside," she ordered.

Those with sons who resisted were dragged off the train brutally. Cries of anguish filled the air.

"Where is your son?" they asked one woman with her daughter.

"I don't have children," she replied offhandedly.

"Your records say you have a 16-year-old son."

"Well, you're wrong," she protested.

"He left very early," her daughter said innocently.

"Be quiet," the mother ordered.

"Take the girl and leave the mother," the leader ordered.

"Don't you dare touch my daughter," the woman warned, standing like a lioness.

"Drag them out of the train," the leader commanded.

"Don't you dare," the woman pushed a soldier and things spiraled out of control. "You damn bitches!" they screamed as they were subdued.

"Mommy...!" the little girl cried as a guard grabbed her hair and dragged her. "It hurts!" she cried.

"Leave my daughter alone." The guards kicked the woman's face and threw the girl to the floor. "No..." the woman gasped.

"Close your eyes and whatever you hear don't move from your seat," my mother told me. "I'll be right back," she whispered in my ear.

I have to confess I didn't stop watching even for a moment. What happened next I wouldn't have predicted in a million years. My mother rose like a force of nature, walked down the aisle and drew the .22 and the gun they had given her.

"Bang!" she shot the soldiers who were subduing the woman and her daughter—and the leader. Then she sat down coldly, as if she hadn't done anything. Immediately three more soldiers ran in and went pale at the sight.

"What happened?" one asked fearfully.

"Who... did this?" I hadn't noticed, but three more soldiers had entered.

"They shot each other," my mother answered.

"It's true," all the passengers supported the lie.

"Why did they shoot each other?" a soldier demanded, determined to get an answer.

"For what the unconscious girl had in her pocket," my mother replied. The girl's mother looked at her suspiciously while taking her daughter. "That soldier took it," she pointed to the one who'd fired first.

"Search her," a soldier ordered.

The six soldiers approached the corpse and, while they were distracted, my mother stood up, drew her gun and fired without mercy.

"Alexa, let's go," she said quickly, and I didn't need to be told twice.

"Thank you," the woman said to my mother.

"I'm sorry for what they did to your daughter," my mother said.

"She's just unconscious," the woman reassured me. "We must get out before the others come," she said, and everyone began to leave the car.

"We have to run," my mother told me.

"They're escaping!" another soldier shouted from the front cars.

Chaos spread beyond the train. The cancellation of Christmas Eve had sparked riots in the streets. As we ran along the platform the enraged crowd surged around the station, throwing objects into the air. My mother gripped my hand tightly, leading the way through the tumult.

The shouts and sounds of clashes echoed as we pushed through streets, dodging barricades and groups of angry women. Finally, we reached our apartment. My mother opened the door quickly and we stepped inside, sighing in relief.

But the feeling of safety was short-lived. We had barely crossed the threshold when the power cut out, plunging us into darkness. Silence was ominous, broken only by the distant sound of the crowd. I gripped my mother's hand again for guidance.

"Let's turn on a couple of glow sticks," she said. "Stay here, I'll fetch them." She turned on her phone flashlight and went for them. "Do you want to light them?" she asked sweetly.

"Yes, but I don't know how."

"Just bend them like you'd snap them."

I did as she said and was amazed when they glowed green. It seemed magical.

"You should take the cotton out of your mouth and rinse," she told me.

"I spit the cotton out while we ran," I told her. "But I want to rinse my mouth."

"While you do that, I'll start preparing dinner."

"I won't be long," I was excited. Despite the chaos outside and what had happened on the train, we wanted to have dinner and celebrate Christmas Eve. The world was falling apart, but that didn't mean I wanted to feel sad.

By the faint light of the glow sticks we prepared dinner with the government supplies. Between cans and sealed packets we improvised a modest but comforting meal. While my mother opened the cans I set the table and found a couple of old candles I used to light our Christmas Eve. The smell of food filled the kitchen, comforting even though it was mostly preserves.

Finally, we sat at the table, lit by candles and glow sticks. We looked at each other with gratitude and determination. We knew being together was what mattered.

While we ate, we started singing Christmas carols, trying to bring joy into the darkness. We stood and danced, laughing and enjoying the moment.

At some point the sounds of the riots reminded us of reality. We worried about everyone outside, but inside our bubble of light and warmth we clung to hope.

"What will happen?" I asked my mother as we sat at the table.

"In a couple of days everything will calm down," she said confidently. "Sooner or later, everyone will understand there's no one left to fight. The wish of so many has come true... most of the men are gone, and we're running the asylum."

"I don't understand," I said, looking at her oddly.

"You'll understand," she said, disappointed.

"Aren't the men coming back?" I asked, curious.

"I don't know," she averted her gaze. "Look, let's not think about it. Tonight we celebrate. Let's keep singing."

We looked at each other with complicity and began to sing a Christmas song. Our voices, sweet and warm, filled the apartment with a heartfelt melody.

"Jingle bells, jingle bells,

jingle all the way.

Oh, what fun it is to ride

in a one-horse open sleigh."

With each verse our spirits rose, for a moment freeing us from worry. We let the music carry us, finding comfort and joy.

"Dashing through the snow,

in a one-horse open sleigh,

o'er the fields we go,

laughing all the way."

Our voices intertwined in harmony, creating an indestructible bond. Although chaos reigned outside, in that moment all that mattered was the love we shared and the magic of Christmas.

"Oh, what fun it is to ride

in a one-horse open sleigh!"

When the song ended, we embraced tenderly, knowing that together we could face any challenge. And as the night went on and the world remained engulfed in chaos, in our home the spirit of Christmas shone brighter than ever, despite having been cancelled.
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Chapter 2

Energy Reduction

(Eva)
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"PREPARE TO HEAR A MESSAGE from the Commander-in-Chief," a voice announced, and instantly, we all snapped to attention at her presence.

"Today we gather at a crucial moment in our history. Amid the beauty of the holiday season, we face an inescapable reality: the depletion of our resources and the devastating impact on our planet. That is why, this year, we have made the difficult decision to cancel the celebration of Christmas as we know it."

"Make no mistake: this is not due to a lack of Christmas spirit or love for our traditions. It is a necessary measure, an act of responsibility towards future generations and our natural environment. The overexploitation of energy during the holidays is evident: lights illuminating our streets for hours, appliances running constantly, and unbridled consumerism that drains our resources without considering the consequences."

"Climate change is advancing by leaps and bounds, and we must take bold measures to stop it. Reducing our energy consumption is a tangible way in which each of us can contribute to preserving our common home. Turning off unnecessary lights, opting for sustainable gifts, and sharing meaningful moments with our loved ones, rather than accumulating material possessions, are small actions that can make a big difference."

"However, I know some citizens may feel discontent with this decision. But I urge you to reflect on the true meaning of Christmas. Is it not about sharing, caring, and being mindful of the well-being of others? By choosing a more sustainable approach, we not only protect our planet but also pass on values of solidarity and responsibility to future generations."

"Therefore, although this year there will be no exchange of ostentatious gifts or dazzling lights, let us celebrate together the true spirit of Christmas: love, compassion, and the commitment to care for our shared home. May this cancellation be a reminder that together we can create a brighter and more sustainable future for all."

At that moment, everyone began to applaud. Except for me.

"That was a beautiful speech," I said sarcastically. "And I wouldn't want to ruin the moment by pointing out that the actions taken are nowhere near enough to address the energy and environmental crisis we face. Nor would I want to suggest that this seems like a huge waste of time..."

"Eva, I'm losing my patience," my boss shot me a piercing look. "Just spit it out."

Her comment provoked laughter among my comrades.

"What exactly are we supposed to be doing?" I asked, and everyone looked at me again.

"We will ensure compliance with the energy-saving decree, and we will do it by sector," she replied with authority. "Abril, you and your team will take the east sector. Evelin, you and your team, the west sector. Samanta, you and your team, the north sector, but you don't have to go all the way to the beaches; limit yourselves to the city."

"Understood," Abril confirmed.

"Well..." she paused, took a deep breath, and looked at me with difficulty. "Eva..." she uttered my name with effort, "you and your team will take the south sector."

"I love the south sector," I exclaimed with a hint of malice.

"Just make sure people follow the rules," the Lieutenant instructed us. "Do nothing illegal and don't provoke tense situations. Understand that energy savings are paramount, but let's not make life impossible for others. The situation is tense and sad, and people are angry. Let's not light a powder keg that blows up in our faces. Is that clear?"

"Yes," we replied in unison.

"One more thing," she added hastily. "Do not carry long arms or squad weapons."

"What the hell are we supposed to use if the situation gets dicey?" I questioned her.

"Carry only non-lethal defense weapons," she was blunt. "Don't use any weapon that fires bullets."

Once again, she looked at me as if she were saying it only to me.

"Might as well just throw in the towel," I exclaimed angrily.

"Do your job within the parameters I gave you."

Having said that, she left.

"Dismissed," ordered the Lieutenant's closest aide.

"Boss, what's the plan?" some of my team members came over to ask me.

"For now, go get some rest," I ordered them. "First thing tomorrow, we leave for the south sector."

"Don't go and kill them all, you damn psycho," some of them said to me as I walked away. "Just kill a few."

"The south sector is going to disappear!" others shouted mockingly.

"Not a single man
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