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      My steps felt heavy as I walked down the main corridor of Bunker 108. The large vault door at the end of the tunnel stood as a barrier I had never been allowed to cross. Beyond that door was the Wasteland and the stuff of my worst nightmares.

      At the security desk by Bunker 108’s entrance, Captain Deborah Green watched the camera feeds. Her attention never wavered, even when I stopped a few feet away. At first glance, with her glasses and gray hair, she seemed to belong more in the Archives than out here. But one look at her steely face was enough to dash that notion.

      I tried to push down my nervousness, but wasn’t successful. Any time you went out of Bunker 108, you never knew if you were coming back. The Wasteland held many threats. There were dust storms, deadly cold, and worst of all, people who would kill without a second’s thought. It was all the result of the impact of the meteor Ragnarok in 2030. In the thirty years since, it had only grown more dangerous.

      Now that I had turned sixteen, it was my responsibility to go on recons. On a weekly basis, Bunker Admin drew a single name from a lottery.  And that person had to reconnoiter with an Officer. This continued every week, until they'd drawn all the names. After that, the cycle began again.

      There was one exception, though: every new person added to the lottery had to go on a first run. Since yesterday was my sixteenth birthday, there had been no lottery this week. I would be doing my first run with Officer Michael Sanchez.

      Some of my classmates actually looked forward to their first runs. I’d been dreading mine for months. To them, I supposed seeing the outside world with their own eyes was worth the risk of getting killed.

      For me, it was different. I wasn’t a soldier, nor did I want to become one, which was something I couldn’t say for a lot of my peers. Someday I hoped to become a scientist and a doctor, like my dad. I liked helping him in the research lab when he could spare the time to teach me. After today’s run, all I had to do was get through the next lotteries. It took a while to have your name drawn once you’d completed your first run – more than a year, if you were lucky.

      At last, the moment I’d been dreading arrived. Officer Michael Sanchez appeared down the corridor. He was laughing and joking with one of his Officer buddies. They clapped hands, parted, and he continued his way up the corridor. Michael was tall, well-muscled, with skin bronzed from regular light baths. Every citizen got at least fifteen minutes.  That was enough to ensure an adequate amount of Vitamin D. Officers, though, got more time. Having a tan in Bunker 108 was a sign of status.

      The CSO gave many perks to the Officers, such as more meal credits and cushier apartments. Because they laid their lives on the line, Chan said they deserved more compensation. I was sure the CSO had other reasons, the most important being that the Officers secured his power base. If you had the Officers behind you, you  had the Bunker behind you.

      At last, Michael approached, beaming a wide, cocky smile. “Ready to roll?”

      I shrugged, trying not to look as nervous as I felt. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “What? That’s no attitude to have. Trust me, we’ll make a legend out of you. You’ll be the toast of mess tonight.”

      My smile felt forced. “We’ll see about that.”

      “All right. Let’s move.”

      “You’re late, Sanchez.”

      Michael spun on his heels to face Captain Green.

      “Sorry, Captain,” he said, standing to attention. “It won’t happen again.”

      She raised a quizzical eyebrow, but didn’t press the point. “Time is 1600. Good luck. You’re due back in two hours.”

      Captain Green reached under her desk. A moment later, the resounding click of metal echoed through the corridor.

      Unaffected by the booming reverberation, Michael pulled the massive door outward. It gave a groan as it swung open. We weren’t outside – not yet. An entry tunnel with an earthen floor sloped upward about fifty yards, ending at the final vault door. Pale, yellow lights bathed it in a sickly glow. Beyond that final door was the Wasteland. Outside.

      Cool, dry air swirled into the staging area. The difference was heavy and foreboding, and like nothing I could describe.

      “Alex?”

      I turned, surprised to see my dad standing behind Michael and me. Wrinkles lined his white lab coat, and his brown hair was disheveled. My dad was a tall and lanky man, far taller than most anyone, besides some of the Officers. Dark circles underlined his hazel eyes, only partly hidden by black-rimmed glasses. The hundred-hour weeks he spent doing research definitely showed. In fact, it looked as if he hadn’t slept in days.

      “Sorry, I meant to make it here earlier,” he said. “I got involved in decoding a new genetic sequence, and...” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Alex.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “I know your work is important.”

      “I know, but I should have been here. I meant to be here.” He nodded, as if affirming that further. “Before you leave, I want you to know...you’ll do fine. Remember your training, and listen to Officer Sanchez.”

      “He’s in good hands, Dr. Keener,” Michael said.

      “Since you’re going with him, I believe it,” my dad said. “I worried about the patrol officer they'd pick.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Michael said cheerfully. “We’ll make a soldier out of him in no time.”

      My dad turned to Captain Green, giving her a nod. “Forgive the interruption, Captain.”

      “By all means, Dr. Keener. Take your time.”

      As she looked at me, the features of her face softened. Her eyes seemed to acknowledge that this might be the last time we saw each other.

      “Good luck, Alex,” my dad said. “I’m proud of you.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to respond. Which was stupid, considering how dangerous going outside was. For all I knew, it was the last time I’d see him. All I could manage was a terse nod.

      But already, Michael was shutting the interior door, hiding my dad from view. A moment later, the massive steel door separated us, echoing into silence.

      Michael looked at me, seeming to have missed the awkward parting. He and I started up the tunnel.

      My dad and I had always had an unusual and sometimes strained relationship. In fact, it sometimes felt as though we weren’t a real family. We rarely saw each other. He was so busy with his research, his medical practice, and his responsibilities as a member of the Citizens’ Council.

      I sometimes wondered why he buried himself in work so much. I thought it might be because of my mom’s death, which happened on the day I was born. He had been the one delivering me, and it was easy to imagine that guilt eating away at him for years. Growing up, I’d always been envious of the kids who had two parents. As I grew older, I became more successful at pushing down those feelings.

      As Michael and I continued up the tunnel, I knew I had to push these thoughts from my mind. It felt as if we were on our way to another world, and I needed to be one hundred percent ready for whatever was to come. The dusty dirt floor and rock walls were lit with a pale-yellow glow from the overhead lights. Our footfalls echoed in the tunnel’s dim confines. The final vault door to the Wasteland approached all too quickly.

      “Remember,” Michael said. “If you see anybody...shoot first, whether they’re raiders or not. Assume they are, no questions asked.”

      I nodded. That was standard protocol. Rather than risk discovery, we had orders to end anyone we found. I knew how to shoot well enough. Every citizen performed at least an hour’s practice each week with the laser rifles. The practice weapons  even simulated the kick of our standard issue M4s. Ammunition was far too precious to waste on practice. Preserving the Bunker’s rounds was one of the main factors the government had planned for.

      When Michael and I reached the final vault door, I shifted in my gear, causing my hand to hit the barrel of my M4. The feel of the rifle’s cold metal made me realize that the shoot-first policy was what I was most nervous about. Not the cold, dry wind I'd never felt, the dead world I'd never seen, or the red hazy sky stretching above.

      Before opening the door, Michael checked his radio to ensure it was all set. Satisfied, he looked ahead at the final barrier between the Bunker and the outside world. Large bold numbers, 108, impressed into the thick metal. My whole life, that door had served as the barrier between safety and danger, known and unknown. This wasn’t a video, and this wasn’t a picture. I’d be seeing the Wasteland with my own eyes.

      Michael twisted the lock wheel, his muscles bulging beneath his desert camo. The wheel groaned as it gave, little by little. Finally, the door opened with a clang. Michael pulled it inward until the Wasteland outside stood revealed.

      The natural light, though dim, still blinded me. A rush of cold, dry wind met my face, forcing me to raise a hand to shelter my eyes from the dust. The first thing I saw were distant red mountains, like upside-down, bloody teeth. In front of the mountains stood crimson dunes that looked as if they belonged on Mars rather than Earth. A dilapidated, rusted crane lay half-buried, about half a klick out. There it had lain since December 3, 2030 – Dark Day. That was the day when most of humanity, and most of life, had been set on the path toward extinction.

      “Welcome,” Michael said with a sardonic grin, “to the Wasteland.”
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      I followed Michael down the gravelly slopes of Hart Mountain. What shocked me most was the cold. I had to pull my hood forward to keep it out. Late September in Southern California meant freezing temperatures almost every night.

      Though I’d seen countless pictures of the Wasteland before, I couldn’t help but take it in with numb shock. All vegetation was short, clinging for life in the sandy, cracked earth. What I was seeing was far removed from the California of the movies, stored in the Archives. I often dreamed of a hot, sandy beach, the blue ocean and sky, the bright sun without a cloud to bar its light. I loved watching those movies and wished I had been born a hundred years ago and not in 2044.

      Each Bunker was a closed system. Food, power, and water, and all other resources were self-sufficient. Things had been going well for the Bunkers, at least for a while. But that all changed when Bunker One went offline.

      Bunker One was located in Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado. It had served as the headquarters of the United States government. At least, until twelve years ago. President Garland was among the thousands presumed dead. Its fall was a great mystery. The Bunker, at least according to official reports, had disappeared overnight.

      In the absence of Bunker One, most Bunkers had decided to go their own way. Bunker 108 was almost completely isolationist, and that had been CSO Chan’s policy since the day he’d taken over. No one could fault the CSO for being too lax on the security front. In fact, many members of the Citizens’ Council believed Chan was too draconian. At the same time, though, everyone agreed that Chan was the reason we were still alive.

      Michael and I didn’t talk as we picked our way down the mountain. Each recon took a different path, which prevented trails from being formed. Wastelanders didn’t come out this way much. This stretch of the San Bernardino Mountains was as forsaken as any. That was exactly what the Bunker designers had accounted for in their site planning.

      Still, I couldn’t help but feel that danger lurked in the red, rugged landscape.

      “So, what’s our objective?” I asked.

      “We’re on a set route,” Michael said. “Combing the valley to see what we can find.”

      “What are we looking for?”

      “Signs of Wastelanders. If any have been through, Chan will want to know.”

      “Have you ever found anything?”

      “No. But someday...it’ll happen. Let’s just say it keeps recons from ever becoming routine. The minute you believe it’s routine, you’ll wind up dead.”

      Michael’s warning gave way to silence as we trudged on into the valley. We were out of sight of home by now; looking back, the mountain and its foothills were cast red by the crimson sky. I shivered as a particularly chilly gust hit me.

      Our feet crunched against dirt and rocks, stirring up clouds of dust. We passed a low red hill, which brought a rounded metallic trailer into view. It shimmered in the late afternoon haze. The trailer sat a few hundred yards away on a stretch of cracked flatland. Sandy hills rose from the horizon.

      “What’s the trailer for?” I asked. “You’d think the fact it’s here would give our Bunker away.”

      “It’s for dust storms,” Michael said. “You never want to be caught in one. It’ll be the last mistake you make. As far as it giving us away...well, I guess the Wastelanders wouldn’t know who put it here to begin with. It’s locked, anyway. Contains rations, water, apparel...anything a patrol might need to weather a few days."

      We paused before the trailer, Michael looking for anything out of place. Not knowing what to do, I focused on checking the ground for tracks. There was nothing visible, though. With that wind, I imagined any kind of imprints would be erased within a few hours.

      I used to question why we went on recons. My answer came last night when I received my briefing. While the Bunkers had been designed to last decades, even centuries, it was unknown whether people could last that long. At some point, we were going to lose all our specialists – doctors, engineers, and teachers. Even if those skills  passed on to the next generation, there would be some inevitable loss of knowhow. Repeat that enough generations and we would resemble the Wastelanders above. For this reason, we accepted that a move to the surface would have to be made.

      That was the primary goal of the recons. The one Michael and I were on would be short. But experienced Officers went on more extended expeditions. They were looking for suitable places to settle. In the post-apocalyptic Mojave, though, those places were few and far between. Wastelanders and raiders had snatched up the prime spots  already. That meant recons had to range further and further. This carried risks. Not only could we lose good men to the dangers of the Wasteland, but one of our recons could be followed back.

      When I rejoined Michael, he was looking in the direction of Bunker 108. I didn’t know why, but I assumed it was to see if we were being followed.

      “Let’s wheel around Hart Mountain. We’re taking the long route today.”

      “What’s the long route?”

      “It’ll take us to the mountain’s northern face. After that, we’ll double back to the valley. There’s a good view of the desert floor from the lookout.” As we set course for the mountain, our conversation turned more personal. “Thought about your profession any?”

      “I’m going to be a researcher, like my dad. He’s already shown me a few things in the lab, so I have an advantage there.”

      “Well, that makes sense,” Michael said. “I won’t even try to convince you to become an Officer. We need scientist types, too, and God knows they’re getting rare these days.” He frowned. “I’ve always wondered why Dr. Keener was holed up here. Seems like 114 would be more his place.”

      “Bunker 114’s pretty far,” I said, with a shrug. In truth, it wasn’t that far – only fifty miles. But fifty miles in the Wasteland was a dangerous distance to cross. “Besides, we’ve always lived in 108. It’s home.”

      “Sure, there’s that,” Michael said. “But 114’s the last Bunker left that still does medical research. I’ve heard they have a whole complement of scientists there.”

      “I guess I’ve never thought about it. Transfers don’t happen anymore. There aren’t many places to transfer to these days.”

      During the Dark Decade, the U.S. had built a lot of Bunkers in the Mojave because of nearby L.A., San Diego, and Vegas. Bunker 108, and especially Bunker 114, were centers for xenobiological research. They dedicated themselves to the study of the strange fungus and microbes resulting from Ragnarok. My dad’s line of research was xenofungus, a purple and spongy substance that grew in his lab. I supposed the fungus was far more common out where Ragnarok had impacted. All I could see out here were red hills and dust. Looking up, it was hard to imagine that sky ever having been blue.

      As we scaled the mountain, I thought of Michael and the difference in our ages and lives. Though we were eight years apart, we had one thing in common: neither of us had seen Old Earth. We were both born underground in Bunker 108, and anyone thirty years old or younger could say the same.

      Bunker 108 had a population of about four hundred. Most of those who died in the last thirty years had been old. Some had been born underground, like Michael and me, but we weren’t growing fast enough to replace those lost.

      When we arrived at the north face of Hart Mountain, I paused to glance at the distant red peaks. Being so used to the confines of the Bunker, it was surreal to see so much open space. I wished we could stop so I could give the mountains a good long look, but Michael’s pace made it all I could do to keep up.

      “Jesus...” Michael said, pulling to a sudden stop.

      “What?”

      As my eyes followed the direction of Michael’s rifle, all my fears manifested before me. Face down in front of us, partly hidden by some wispy scrub, sprawled a man stabbed several times in the back. He wasn't moving.

      Michael sprang into action, kneeling to the ground while motioning me to do the same.

      “Quiet,” he said. “There might be someone around.”

      Might be? There probably was. There was no way this man had stabbed himself in the back.

      Michael crawled closer, placing two fingers on the man’s neck.

      “There’s a pulse,” he said. “Keep an eye out, but stay right where you are. You don’t want to make yourself a target.”

      It was easy to follow orders, but doing so made it hard to see anything from my position. A low rise blocked my line of sight to the north. We were a quarter way up the mountain, heightening our visibility from below. At the same time, the scrub and our camo would make us hard to pick out.

      I looked to the west and down the mountain slope. I saw nothing but rocks, more parched scrub, and dust. I glanced back at Michael, wondering why he was checking the man’s vitals instead of ending him. That was standard protocol: if you found a Wastelander, you killed him, end of story. Then I realized the probable reason for his restraint. It would be stupid to shoot a gun when others might be around waiting to end us.

      It was a moment later that I noticed the victim was wearing a gray jumpsuit. It was like the blue ones we sometimes wore in 108. Only on his jumpsuit, the number 114 was emblazoned on the sleeve.

      This man wasn’t a Wastelander.

      “Is he from that other Bunker?” I asked.

      Rather than looking at Michael, my eyes focused on a boulder about thirty yards away. Something was off about it. And it only took me a second to realize what it was.

      A woman’s face was peeking around its side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked and the woman was gone. Had my eyes been playing tricks on me? The answer, I decided, wasn’t relevant. Michael needed to know, and he needed to know now. Already, he was digging into his pack for the first aid kit.

      “I think someone’s out there, behind that rock.”

      His reaction was instant. “Get down!”

      He lay prone on the ground and I followed suit, my heart racing. He reached for the pair of binoculars hanging around his neck and raised them to his eyes. He watched the rock, saying nothing.

      “Do you see anything?” I asked.

      “You said you think you saw someone. Do you think, or do you know?”

      I hesitated. “Think.”

      Michael looked toward the rock a few seconds more before lowering his binoculars to raise his carbine to his shoulder. The barrel poked out through the scrub, and he peered through the rifle’s scope.

      “Where are you?” Michael muttered, his left eye closed.

      “It was a woman,” I said. “Black hair. Kind of pretty.”

      Michael grunted. “Close enough for you to tell?”

      “That’s all I can say for sure. Maybe I imagined it. I don’t know.”

      “Trust your gut, kid. If you don’t...” Michael trailed off, leaving the rest unsaid. “If she was there, she isn’t now.”

      “What if she knows where we are? The Bunker, I mean.”

      “Nothing we can do about that,” Michael said. “At least for now.” Slowly, Michael lowered his rifle to again pick up the first aid kit, pulling out a thin, squeezable tube. “Put some of this congealer on his wounds while I raise HQ. And keep an eye out for trouble.”

      The small tube of ointment, unmarked by labels, had never been opened. I twisted off the cap before unzipping the man’s coveralls to expose his back. It was completely coated with blood. The lacerations were deep, and it was all I could do to keep my stomach steady. I was no expert, but the wounds seemed to have missed vital organs and arteries.

      I set to work while Michael raised the radio to his mouth.

      “Alpha Patrol to HQ, do you have a copy? Over.”

      As I squeezed the congealer directly into each of his wounds, Captain Green’s voice poured out of the radio.

      “What’d you find, Sanchez? Over.”

      “We’ve sighted a hostile, and we’ve come upon a friendly with several stab wounds in the back. Over.”

      The congealer worked quickly, already clotting the blood in the man’s wounds.

      “What do you mean, friendly? You’re the only personnel I authorized for this recon. Over.”

      “He’s a civilian from Bunker 114. I can tell because he’s wearing one of their jumpsuits. He still has a pulse, but it’s weak. I got Alex to congeal the wounds, so he might be able to hold on a little while longer. Enough time to get him home to base, maybe, but we need back up. We lost sight of the hostile, but Alex is sure he saw her. Over.”

      I zipped up the man’s coveralls to keep him from being exposed to the bitter cold wind. We waited for Captain Green’s response.

      “Officer Sanchez...please stand by for further orders. Over.”

      Captain Green cut out, leaving us alone on the mountainside.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “We wait. She probably has to clear her next order with the CSO. In the meantime...stay out of sight and be ready for anything.”

      We both lay with our rifles to our shoulders. Like Michael, I peered through the scope, but saw nothing but red rocks and dirt, dimmed with dusk.

      Captain Green’s voice came back. “State your location, Sanchez. Over.”

      “Two miles on the long route. The final stretch before the lookout. Over.”

      “Copy that. We have a team entering the tunnel right now. Are you in cover? Over.”

      “Yeah. A slight depression with some scrub. Not perfect, but we can see anyone approaching from a hundred yards or so. Over.”

      “Keep the recruit safe, Sanchez,” Captain Green said. “Team is out the door right now. Expect them in fifteen minutes. Over and out.”

      The sound of the wind blended with the sizzling static of the radio. Michael reattached it to his belt.

      “So, we wait some more.” He again raised his rifle to his shoulder.

      “If he’s from Bunker 114, what’s he doing out here? It didn’t sound like Captain Green expected him.”

      “A good question,” Michael said, lowering his rifle to check the man’s pulse again. “It’s one I’ve been wondering myself. One thing’s clear, though: he’ll be dead if he doesn’t receive medical attention. We came along just in time...enough to offer him a fighting chance, anyway.”

      “How long ago do you think it happened?”

      “Not long at all. After all, you saw that Wastelander just a stone’s throw away.”

      I looked out at the spot where the woman had been, which was now lost in the shadow of the mountain. The sun-glow had faded from over our shoulders, and what remained of the day was giving way to darkness.

      The woman, if she were smart, was long gone by now.

      As Michael again checked the man’s vitals, we remained low and out of sight, neither of us risking any more conversation. I was tired of the cold wind that never abated, stinging with particles of sand and cracking my lips dry. The Wasteland was far harsher than I had ever imagined. All the stories I’d heard from the Officers and my peers did nothing to paint the reality I found myself in.

      It wasn’t long before four flashlights crested the rise behind us, followed by the crunch of boots on gravel. They gave no sign of seeing us, because Michael and I were so well-hidden. It appeared as if two of the men were carrying something – a stretcher, probably.

      Michael called out to get the group’s attention. “Alpha Patrol here.”

      “Officer Sanchez?” someone called.

      “Reporting. We’re standing now.”

      Michael and I both stood as the group approached. It was too dark to make out their features.

      “Anything new?” the same voice asked.

      Now that he was closer, I recognized that the voice belonged to Major Burton, one of Chan’s top Officers. Instantly, Michael and I stood to attention.

      “At ease,” Burton said, brusquely. His square, goateed face was focused and serious. “Any updates?”

      “Nothing to report,” Michael said.

      “Well, let’s have a look.

      Michael and I moved apart, allowing the others access to the Bunker 114 man.

      Burton moved the flashlight across the man’s face and chest. “Don’t know him. Looks to be your age, Sanchez. Another Bunker birth.” Burton raised his radio. “Captain Green, we’re here. Alpha Patrol is secure, and the unknown is still alive.”

      “Copy that,” Captain Green said. “I have Taylor on the door, waiting for your return.”

      “Let’s get him on the stretcher,” Burton said. “Sanchez, Keener...help Carson and Varner carry. Thomas...shoot anything that moves.”

      We hurried to obey, Michael and I helping to lift the man on.

      “Let’s roll,” Burton said.

      We put the man on the stretcher and descended the north slope. As we moved, my thoughts went back to the woman. It wasn’t easy to imagine a woman of her size taking down the man we were carrying. He was no lightweight since he was both tall and decently muscled.

      As we advanced, the night felt sinister, as if someone, or something, was out there, watching. The urgency of our pace seemed to go far beyond the fact that we were trying to save a man’s life.
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      It wasn’t until we neared Bunker 108 that I felt any sense of relief. The outside of the door, though metallic, was painted the same dull brown as the surrounding terrain. Unless you were right in front of it, it was indistinguishable from the mountainside. A small camera, hidden in the rock wall on our right, allowed the Officer on duty to monitor the area.

      The door swung inward, revealing Officer Taylor’s cropped brown hair and angular features. We crossed the Bunker’s threshold, and immediately, Taylor shut the door.

      Yellow lights shined above, illuminating the injured man’s pasty complexion. Though still unconscious, and in spite of being jostled for more than a mile over rough terrain, he was still with us, his chest rising and falling in shallow breaths.

      We passed through the inner door and into the atrium to find the security desk empty. I didn’t know where Captain Green had gone, but that wasn’t my concern. My attention, instead, was taken by my dad, who was waiting with a gurney and a nervous orderly at his side. His face relaxed the moment he caught sight of me. It was good to see him, but I still felt bad about neglecting to tell him goodbye.

      Now, though, wasn’t the time to talk about it. Right now, my dad was all business. He rushed over to get a quick look at his new patient while we transferred him from stretcher to gurney. Wasting no time, he and the orderly began wheeling the patient toward the medical bay. As he walked, he threw me a look over his shoulder as if to say, “We’ll talk later.” I knew it’d be a few hours before I could see him, or even more than a few.

      Already, a crowd was beginning to form – the rumor mill worked fast in Bunker 108. All it would take was a single person to sight the strange man on the gurney for people to start hounding me with questions. While some people might have liked the attention, I was in no mood for it.

      “Put your gear up,” Burton said gruffly. “I need you both in my office.”

      Upon hearing his order, a nervous weight formed in my stomach, though Michael seemed to be his usual unflappable self.

      “Yes sir,” he said. “Let’s move, Alex.”

      At the small armory located behind the security desk, we handed off our rifles, packs, ammunition, and canteens to Officer Bates, a small, wiry man who was the quartermaster. We then followed Officer Burton down the corridor to the Officers’ Wing.

      I looked straight ahead, attempting to avoid the stares and whispers of people lining both sides of the hall. Among the throng was my friend, Khloe Kline, whose face was tight with worry. She was pretty, with delicate features, shoulder-length black hair, and wide blue eyes. I had liked her for as long as I could remember, but she had never felt the same. I nodded and forced a smile, hoping I appeared more confident than I felt.

      We rounded the corner, passing the chapel, the med bay, and the main entrance to the Caf. Turning another corner, and then making a left, brought us to the Officers’ Wing. This was where all the Bunker’s highest ranked officials worked and lived, including CSO Chan, Major Burton, and Captain Green. Above the offices were apartments where Officers lived with their families, and below was a conference room, as well as access to the motor pool, which contained three Recons – all-terrain hydrogen-powered rovers with turret support.

      We turned into the first doorway on our right to enter Burton’s office.

      “Shut the door,” he said, sitting behind a large, tidy desk.

      Burton’s office was prestigious and professional. Hanging on his walls were framed commendations, and behind his desk sat several bookshelves filled to almost overflowing. My dad always told me you could tell a lot about a person by the books they kept. Most of Officer Burton’s seemed to be dry military manuals and histories.

      “Have a seat,” Burton said. “This isn’t a disciplinary measure, but I have a few points to cover with you.” Burton’s eyes went from Michael, then to me. “First, you are to say nothing to anyone about what you saw out there. The CSO will be making an official statement following dinner tonight at 1845. Until then, he doesn’t want anything muddying the waters.”

      “Yes, sir,” we replied in unison.

      That order could only help me since I had no desire to speak of today’s events. Not with anyone.

      “Furthermore,” Burton said, “for security reasons, the CSO won’t be revealing details the two of you already know. You must keep these to yourselves. Do not release them unless you are directed otherwise. The CSO will also meet with you both in his office for further questioning. Michael, he’ll meet with you at 2000; Alex, at 2030.”

      I swallowed. “All right.”

      “What about standard debriefing, sir?” Michael asked.

      “You are to consider your meetings with Chan to be debriefing, unless he says otherwise.”

      “Of course,” Michael said.

      “Be on time. Even if the CSO is indisposed.” Burton paused, fixing us both with a quick stare. “Any questions or comments? You’re both shaking your heads no, so I guess we’re done here. Both of you are dismissed.”

      We left his office, and Michael didn’t say a word until we were well out of earshot.

      “How’s that for a first run, huh?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “With my luck, I knew something bad would happen. That woman...”

      Michael gestured for me to keep quiet. “Save it for the CSO, Alex. We got out alive, and that’s what matters. A lot of recruits would’ve broken down in a tight spot, but you followed orders and did what you had to do. That’s the quality we look for in future Officers.”

      “That means a lot, but I don’t think...”

      He cut me off by shaking my hand. “Take care of yourself. Don’t worry about the CSO. I’ve been grilled by him a few times before. Just get right to the point and fully explain your answers. No detail is too small for him.”

      “Should I tell him about the woman I saw?”

      “He knows already,” Michael said. “If Captain Green knows, I guarantee he does, too. Again...good work. I’d recon with you any time.”

      I allowed myself a smile. “Thanks.”

      Michael took the stairs leading up to his apartment, which he shared with his wife and daughter. I, on the other hand, had nowhere in particular I needed to be. Teens my age had free time from 1600-1800 every day, assuming we had no other duties. Typically, I’d spend that time in the lab with my dad, learning all I could. I performed more maintenance tasks than anything – I’d only learned a few things regarding his highly technical research. He didn’t have much time to give me formal training.

      Once out in the main corridor, I automatically turned for the medical bay, but I changed course upon remembering that my dad would be too busy for me. Instead I headed for the Commons, the main hub of Bunker 108. It was filled with couches, big screens that played movies and video games, tables where people played board games, and during off hours, an old man named Mr. Gorman sometimes sold snacks from a stall. Depending on the day, he might have popcorn, pretzels, donuts, or even chocolate. That last one didn’t happen often, and when it did, I usually didn’t get any because he sold out in minutes. He had owned a restaurant back in the day, so he knew his stuff.

      The Commons was connected with the Archives, where books, movies, music, and other forms of media were stored both digitally and physically. There was also an indoor theater, along with the gym and light baths. Another corridor connected the Commons to the motor pool, and several staircases led up and down to varying areas. Down led to the vertical farms of Hydroponics and the fusion generator, and up led to apartments, offices, and classrooms.

      To my surprise, the Commons was sparsely filled, and on a day like this, there was no Mr. Gorman in sight. Several Officers were sitting on couches in the room’s far corner, watching an action flick on a big screen. In the opposite corner, a couple of kids played Ping-Pong, while two old men were playing out the final moves of a chess game.

      I headed for the only corner that wasn’t crowded – the Reading Corner – located just outside the Archives. I liked the Reading Corner because it was quiet. If you went there, it was understood that you weren’t there to talk. Khloe liked to use it to study.

      I settled in one of my favorite chairs and closed my eyes. It would be easy to fall asleep if I wanted to. Instead, I opened my eyes and looked out at the Commons. Everyone was occupied in their own individual pursuits, and no one paid me any attention. That was exactly how I wanted it.

      In a community of about four hundred people, you knew just about everyone, and most everyone knew you. Not enough to be your friend, per se, but enough to have a sense of who you were, who your friends were, and what you were about. It was hard to imagine what life had been like in the cities, like Old L.A., where the population had reached the millions. A world where you didn’t know everybody seemed strange to me. Only the old ones in Bunker 108 remembered those times, and most of them were gone, now.

      Stories were often told of how a lot of people went crazy living underground in the Bunker’s early days, but I’d never heard of anyone born underground who went crazy. I didn’t find Bunker living that bad, especially when compared to the alternative of living on the surface.

      Someday, I hoped to sit on the Citizens’ Council, like my dad. My goal was simple: to survive long enough to get to that point. Other than that...

      ...Well, I didn’t know exactly what I wanted. Bunker 108 was the only world I’d ever known, at least until today. Compared to the wide open sky, this place did seem smaller. But small wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. It was easier to feel secure in a small, closed-in space. And, from what little I had seen of the outside world, it was hard to imagine how anyone survived out there.

      At the same time, it was easy to understand why a lot of those people went crazy. To go from the blue sky, fresh wind, and warm sun to this metal shell must have made people feel buried alive.

      When the Commons began to empty in the direction of the Caf, I joined the flow, wondering how much Chan would reveal in his announcement.
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      As I ate alone at mess, people walked by, their faces questioning. Maybe they stayed away because they read my mood, but it sure hadn’t kept them from talking about me. Did they think I couldn’t see them pointing at me, or that I couldn’t hear my name being spoken above the clatter of silverware and dishes.

      “Alex?” I looked up to see Khloe holding a tray, and my heart seemed to miss a beat. “Mind if I sit here?”

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah, sure.”

      She sat on the metal bench next to me, her tray of food clacking against the table. She had a veritable mountain of orange-glazed stir-fried vegetables on top of a mound of rice. She started eating, rather than talking to me right off the bat.

      Almost one hundred percent of the meals at Bunker 108 were vegan, for reasons of practicality rather than morality. We had “meat,” but it was grown in the food lab artificially, something that was perfected sometime in the 2020’s. From what the old people said, it tasted close to the real thing. That said, I’d never had real meat in my life. The Bunker designers determined early on that the raising of animals was far too resource-intensive, and that it was easier just to grow a limited amount of meat chemically. Khloe’s parents ran the entire food production for the Bunker.

      Khloe broke the silence. “You doing okay?”

      I shrugged. “I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “That bad? You don’t have to say anything if you don’t want to.”

      “Even if I wanted to, Chan ordered Michael and me not to say anything. He’s making an announcement about everything soon, so you’ll know as much as me in a few minutes.”

      From her face, I could tell she didn’t believe that one. My thoughts turned to the woman I’d seen, the woman who had run away, the woman who could die because of me. Even though Michael and I hadn’t been in a position to take her out, it was probable Chan would send the Recons after her. Such things had happened before. If she were innocent, that meant I’d have blood on my hands.

      “I think I might have messed up,” I said, taking a swallow of water. “That’s all I can say about it.”

      “You mean, with that guy you found?”

      “Maybe.”

      “It’s okay to air your feelings a bit. I won’t judge.”

      “This has nothing to do with my feelings, Khloe. Someone could die because of me.”

      Her eyes widened. She opened her mouth to speak, but in the end, said nothing.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s all right,” she said. “I can tell you’re stressed.”

      I gave a small laugh. “What gave that away?”

      Khloe was still looking at me, smiling. Why was she smiling like that? I tried not to focus on how pretty she looked, and made myself glance away before I embarrassed myself.

      “Well, whether you can say anything or not,” she said, placing a hand on my arm, “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

      I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. Khloe and I had known each other since we were kids. Back then, when I was real little, I’d tell her she and I were bound to get married someday. She just laughed, never taking it seriously, and at some point – when I became more self-aware, maybe – I’d stopped joking about it. Over time, we grew more distant. Still, everything I felt for her was real, but she had a way of keeping me at a distance while still letting me know we were friends. Beneath the surface, though, we both still knew the truth.

      Only now, with her smiling and touching my arm, I was confused. Why would she feel differently about me now?

      “If you really want to know,” I said, carefully, “I can’t tell you here. And whatever I tell you...you can’t tell anyone else.”

      “I would never say anything, Alex. You know that.”

      I lowered my voice. “If Chan or anyone higher-up found out, we could both get into real trouble.”

      All around us, people chattered. Silverware clanked on trays, and chair legs squeaked against the linoleum. I was grateful for all the extra noise covering up our words.

      “I think it would do you good to get it off your chest,” Khloe said. “I know you, Alex. You pen things up inside. You need someone to talk to. Someone who cares about you.”

      I nearly choked on my food when she said that, but thankfully, I didn’t shame myself.

      “Want to say the chapel, at 2000?” she asked.

      No one went there much during off hours, which meant there was a good chance we wouldn’t be discovered. And it would give me plenty of time to make it to my meeting with Chan.

      “All right,” I said, clearing my throat. “That works.”

      Telling a secret, even to someone you trusted, always carried risks. I knew Khloe would never intentionally tell anyone, but still, the idea of it made me nervous. My dad always told me that two people could keep a secret, as long as one of them was dead.

      As Khloe finished her meal, I wondered whether our conversation had been about more than secret-swapping. Maybe Khloe really liked me, and that hope alone was enough to convince me to take the risk. At the same time, hope was dangerous. If you let it grow, it only became more painful when it was crushed like a bug.

      The entire Caf softened to a hush, and I looked up to see CSO Chan standing at the front, flanked by Major Burton and Captain Green. His body was angular, almost austere, from constant physical training. His black hair was cropped close in military fashion, and his face was stoic, never betraying his inner thoughts. Few knew how old he really was, but I’d guess he was in his mid-fifties.

      It felt as if Chan’s eyes were right on me. Chan had that way about him, and I was sure everyone else in the crowd would have said the same.

      Chan let the silence collect for a moment. Under the table, Khloe’s hand met mine.

      Despite the tension I felt, I couldn’t help but smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” Chan began, his voice crisp and clear. “I hope the evening finds you well. I stand here to inform you of the details of tonight’s recon, conducted by Officer Michael Sanchez and assisted by our new recruit, Alex Keener.”

      At the mention of my name, heads turned and I felt eyes seeking me out, but I did my best to ignore them.

      “It was Officer Sanchez’s leadership and Alex’s willingness to follow orders that kept both men safe tonight. Their performance demonstrates the importance of continuing our military training and exercises. Recons, and in particular, first runs, will continue to be a valuable experience for our young recruits. It is paramount that we never take the safety of Bunker 108 for granted. The moment we forget the world is a dangerous place, the moment we grow complacent, is the day we will cease to exist. It will be the day we join the rest of the Bunkers that no longer remain operational.” He paused, fixing us all with a level gaze. “Which leads me to my next point, a matter of great gravity.”

      Knowing what Chan was about to say, I straightened my back to brace myself, just as Khloe’s hand tightened on mine.

      “A man was found tonight by our recon team – a man who apparently traveled by foot from Bunker 114 to Bunker 108. I won’t go into further detail at this time, but suffice it to say, the man’s condition is critical, as he was attacked by an unknown assailant. The man, identity unknown, is being treated by Dr. Keener in the medical bay even as I speak. His reason for traveling to Bunker 108 is currently unknown.”

      As mutters filled the Caf, Chan paused to slowly survey his audience. The weight of his presence was enough to regain everyone’s attention.

      “The Citizens’ Council will be convening in a closed emergency session following dinner. All Council members, please make your way to the Council Chamber following this announcement. Furthermore, a public emergency session will commence tomorrow at 0900, and all citizens are invited to attend. All other activities, save those defined as critical by the Bunker 108 Charter, are suspended until 1000 tomorrow. Work duties and classes will resume at that time.”

      Normally, I’d have rejoiced upon hearing those words, but tonight, all I could feel was a sick twisting in my gut. Chan had yet to mention anything about the woman.

      “I’m unable to reveal more at this time,” Chan said. “Let me emphasize that there is nothing to fear. Our security is top notch, as evidenced by tonight’s recon. We are lucky to have the finest Officers in the United States of America, and I believe that without a second thought. A final note: I ask that you do not harangue Officer Sanchez or Alex regarding the details of their recon. Tonight’s ordeal has already strained them enough. Please save your questions and comments until 0900 tomorrow.” Chan paused, giving a final nod. “That is all. Carry on.”

      As the CSO left the dais, the Caf broke out into an excited buzz.

      I let go of Khloe’s hand. “I have to go.”

      She looked at me. “Why?”

      “I have to see my dad.”

      To avoid giving her an opportunity to ask another question, I picked up my tray to return it before walking out into the main corridor. I was one of the first to leave.

      I felt bad for leaving Khloe, but I couldn’t risk Chan or the other Officers seeing us together. I didn’t want them to think I was telling Khloe anything she wasn’t supposed to know. Besides, I had to see my dad before he was pulled into that meeting.
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      The medical bay and its offices were strangely colder than the rest of the Bunker. Stinking of medicine and metal, I’d always wondered how my dad stood working here. A few hours was too much for me. Not for the first time, I questioned whether I really wanted to work here full-time someday.

      I found him engrossed in work at his large, wooden desk, squinting at his computer screen.

      “Dad?”

      He jumped at the sound of my voice before looking up. “Alex. I wasn’t expecting to see you until later.”

      “I wasn’t sure I’d find you here. Have you heard about the emergency session?”

      “Chan let me know thirty minutes ago. In fact, I was about to leave for it. The patient is stabilized, and he should be fine with Ybarra watching over things.”

      “Chan wants to talk to me afterwards,” I said, sitting down in the chair in front of his desk.

      He scrunched up his heavily lined forehead. “Talk to you? About what?”

      “He just wants to ask a few questions about the recon.”

      “Right. That’s to be expected, I suppose. The CSO has always been thorough.” My dad frowned in thought. “You know...I’ve been to Bunker 114 several times, but I don’t recognize my patient’s face. It isn’t at all familiar. And I don’t forget faces easily. They’re a smaller group over there...scientists, mostly.” He paused for a moment. “There is something I find a bit troubling, though.”

      “Troubling, how?”

      “I took a sample of this man’s blood,” my dad said, now looking at me fully. “Just as a part of a series of tests. Anyway, they reveal an anomaly. This anomaly looked quite similar to the microbes that live inside the xenofungal spores I study. At first, I thought it couldn’t be. Such microbes only exist in plants infected with the xenovirus. But when put under the microscope, I was able to home in on one of these microbes. There’s no doubt. These microbes are xenoviral in nature, a totally new strain that deserves further study.” My dad shook his head wonderingly. “You remember, I previously thought the xenovirus was unstable in animal cells, but this proves that some level of contagion is possible. Maybe this xenolife has something to do with his condition. Such a foreign agent in the human body could throw things completely off balance.”

      “That means he could be infectious. I was near that guy. I even touched him.”

      “We shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” my dad said. “Not yet. The xenovirus, as we know it, transfers only through fluids. Besides, the xenovirus cannot infect animals directly. In fact, most strains of the xenovirus only affect microscopic life.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “The point is, it’s another form of the virus – one unseen until now, even with the data Bunker 114 transferred to me a few weeks back. Don’t you see, Alex? This breakthrough provides more clues for us to figure out how the xenovirus works. I’d hazard a guess that this anomaly wasn’t even identified in the Black Files.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d heard my dad mention this digital archive. The Black Files encompassed years of research on the xenovirus, and were stored in Bunker One. Though many scientists had worked on the project, it was the brainchild of Dr. Cornelius Ashton, who had spearheaded the Science Department at Bunker One. The Black Files documented the xenovirus from its first discovery, cataloguing its various strains and the flora it affected. Bunker One was closer to Ragnarok Crater than most other Bunkers, meaning they had discovered more varied samples of the xenovirus than was feasible here in California.

      Unfortunately, the research was lost when Bunker One went offline twelve years ago. Everyone there was presumed dead, because nothing had been heard from them since. Recons sent by other Bunkers had all but disappeared.

      The loss of the Black Files forced the few remaining scientists to start researching the xenovirus from the ground up. Most were based in Bunker 114 – my dad corresponded with them, especially with a man named Dr. Luken, who headed operations over there.

      In my dad’s most recent research, he discovered that the xenovirus, when exposed to certain plants for long enough, began to adapt in order to infect their host. It provided some groundwork for how the virus evolved and created new strains. Technically, the xenovirus wasn’t actually a virus, but something else entirely, and my dad was still in the process of discovering what that was.

      As for me, watching the lab samples of xenofungus made my skin crawl. There was something sinister about how fast the fungus grew and swallowed plants, sometimes overnight. It created this pinkish gel that we hadn’t yet named. I suggested “Keener’s Slime,” but I didn’t blame my dad for not liking the ring of it. For now, we simply called it “the slime.”

      My dad looked more tired than I’d ever seen him. His eyes were dry and puffy and underlined with deep-set shadows.

      “When was the last time you slept?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer for a moment. “I can’t honestly say. For some reason, I feel like that’s bad.”

      “Yeah, it is. Get some sleep. You won’t figure anything out if you’re tired. I’m sure you can still pick something up at the Caf.”

      My dad waved the suggestion away. “I have to go to that meeting.” He shook his head, snorting. “A closed emergency session. I’m sure that’ll calm everyone down. My time would be better spent here.”

      “What if the patient wakes up while you’re gone?”

      “I’ll know as soon as that happens,” he said, rubbing his closed eyes with his hands. “His heart rate monitor is synced with my watch.”

      “I wonder who he is. It must have been important for him to come all this way.” I paused, just long enough for my dad to look up at me again. “So, I guess you’ve heard everything about my recon?”

      “Just that you found a Wastelander woman who probably stabbed the man in the first place.” He shook his head. “Chan briefed me a bit as soon as he got word from you guys out there. Apparently, he sent the Recons out. I imagine she’s dead, now.”

      I nodded. The survival of the Bunker depended upon actions such as these, but my part in it left me feeling more than a bit numb.

      “The fact remains,” my dad said, “if there’s any person on Earth who knows who that man is, or why he came here, it’s probably her.” He shrugged. “Maybe she was even from Bunker 114.”

      I hadn’t thought of that, but something told me she wasn’t the Bunker type.

      When footsteps sounded from down the corridor, my dad started shutting down his computer, looking at me over his large desk. “Sounds like they’re coming to fetch me.”

      Not a moment later, a tall, red-headed Officer entered the room. “Dr. Keener? Meeting’s about to start. There’s an emergency session of...”

      “I’m aware, Officer Fulton,” my dad said, standing up, shrugging off his lab coat to leave it behind. He looked at me. “I should be home around...well, let’s just hope it’s before midnight.”

      I walked with them to the corridor outside the bay before parting ways. While he and Officer Fulton walked toward the Council Chamber, I set course for the chapel.

      Surprisingly, there weren’t too many people about. Most would be in the Commons or at home in their apartments by now. No one was in the Caf, except for a few kitchen staff wiping down tables.

      Around the corner and at the end of the hall was the chapel. Khloe was probably already in there. The entrance was marked by two wooden doors with stained glass windows.

      I paused before the door, noticing the restroom nearby. I stepped inside, only to find dirt smudged all over my face. Turning on the warm tap, I rinsed myself clean and did what I could to fix my mussed brown hair, straightening it with my hands. I even took the time to brush off the dust lingering on my hoodie. I looked at my reflection for a moment. Taller than average, and lanky, no matter how much I ate or exercised; I knew I wasn’t the most handsome guy to be found. My eyes were brown and my hair overly long, seeming to always be a little in need of a trim. It made me wonder what it was that Khloe saw in me. Whatever it was, I definitely wasn’t seeing it.

      Who cares? I thought. She held your hand, right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The chapel was dark, save for the colorful glow emanating from its stained-glass doors, backlit by the corridor. I took a seat beside Khloe, who was already sitting on the back pew.

      Before she could say anything, I was talking. “I saw someone out there. Someone who wasn’t one of us.”

      Khloe’s blue eyes went wide. “You mean...someone other than the guy you found?”

      “Yeah, a girl who couldn’t have been much older than us. She was watching Michael and me from behind a boulder. She ducked away fast, but I told Michael and he reported it to Captain Green. She might be dead now because of me.”

      “Dead? Why?”

      “The CSO sent the Recons after her. At least, that’s what my dad said.”

      “Oh.”

      Neither of us said anything for a long moment.

      “But then again,” Khloe said, “if she got away, she could tell people where we are. Do you think she was the one who tried to kill him?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “But she might have been innocent, too.”

      “Well...it’s dark out there. Maybe she escaped. But whether she did or didn’t, it’s out of your control.”

      “I don’t know what I could have done differently...”

      “You made the best call you could at the time. You valued Michael’s life, and your own life, more than some stranger’s. What’s wrong with that?”

      I hadn’t really thought of it that way. “That’s true, I guess.”

      “Not you guess. You know.”

      “All right,” I said. “I know.”

      “Now, can you repeat after me? This is not my fault.”

      “Are you being serious?”

      “I am serious.”

      I laughed. It seemed a stupid thing to say, but I knew Khloe would press it until I finally gave in.

      “Okay...it’s not my fault.”

      “Good,” Khloe said. “It could’ve used a little more enthusiasm, but I’ll take it. And now, with that out of the way, can we get to the fun part?”

      “And what’s that?” I asked, my heart beginning to beat a little faster.

      “Speculation!”

      That was her idea of fun? “Speculation of what?”

      “Let’s try to figure out who this woman is. My guess is that she probably attacked that guy.”

      “We have no proof of that. She just happened to be in the same area.”

      “That’s pretty strong proof, if you ask me. Especially if the attack was recent.”

      “We’re taught how scary and violent people living on the surface are...and maybe she is, if she killed that guy. But still, what if she didn’t? Wastelanders aren’t bad people by definition, are they?”

      It took a moment for Khloe to respond, but when she did, she surprised me.

      “They’re people, too, right? And they have it a lot rougher than we do. You did the best you could in that situation – better than a lot of people would’ve done. I mean...you could have died.” She touched my arm. “If it weren’t for your actions, we might not even be sitting here now.”

      I nodded. “That’s true.”

      “So, what’s going on with that guy you brought in?”

      “That’s where it gets interesting.” I paused, realizing that interesting probably wasn’t the right word. “Not interesting. More like scary. He’s actually in quarantine.”

      “Quarantine?” Khloe frowned. “Is he sick or something? I thought he was stabbed.”

      “Only my dad and I know this part, so you really have to promise not to tell anyone.” I waited for her to nod, then took a breath. “He’s sick with the xenovirus. Not directly, but there are infected microbes in his bloodstream. It could be nothing, but my dad is concerned about it. Bunker 114 is the main center of xenoviral research.”

      Khloe let go of my arm. Not many knew about the xenovirus or the nature of my dad’s research, but I’d told Khloe a bit about it.

      “Again,” I said, “it’s infecting the microbes, not so much the patient directly. My dad really emphasized that part. He’s wondering whether this infection might be keeping him unconscious.”

      “Will you be all right? I mean, you were around him...”

      “My dad said it’s unlikely that anything will infect me. These things tend to spread via fluid, and not so much by touch.” When Khloe didn’t say anything, I reached to hold her arm. “I washed my hands and everything. I’ll be fine.”

      “That’s two close calls,” Khloe said, moving closer. “I hope you never have to go out there again.”

      “With luck, I won’t,” I said. “Not for a while.”

      I wrapped my arm around her and she lay her head on my shoulder. Khloe had never been this way with me before. I realized then that it might have been my close call that made her see me differently.

      “Did you see the sun?” she asked, after a while.

      The question threw me off. “The sun? No, there was no sun. Just cold.”

      “That’s too bad,” she said. “I’ve always wanted to feel the sun on my face. It’s the only reason I want to go outside, just in the hopes I see it.”

      I didn’t respond. No one saw the sun, because it never came out.

      “I know it’s always hiding above the clouds,” Khloe said. “But still, I hope.” She looked at me. “That’s silly, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not silly to hope.”

      “I’m glad you think so. Sometimes...” She trailed off, and I knew she was about to tell me something she didn’t tell just anyone. “Sometimes, I read books, just hoping they’ll describe the way the sun feels. Sometimes, I feel like that’s the closest I’ll ever come to knowing.”

      “What’s your favorite description?”

      Khloe paused a moment. “It’s one that doesn’t even describe the way the sun feels. Not directly. It’s from this book, called Anna Karenina. It says: He tried not to look at her long, as if she were the sun; but like the sun, he saw her even without looking.”

      I felt a chill, because the words described exactly the way I felt about Khloe.

      “That’s perfect,” I said, pulling her closer. “You’ll feel it, someday.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I don’t know how,” I said. “I just believe you will.”

      “Paint me a picture,” she said. “As if you did see it.”

      I wasn’t sure what to say, but I could tell it was important. “It was bright. So bright, you couldn’t even look at it. It’d hurt your eyes if you did. It was warm, though, bathing every inch of my skin in soft fire. My skin drank it up, as if it had been starved its whole life. It was nothing like the light baths, because it was real. They say the sun is yellow, but to me, it was white – white beyond white. Even when I looked away, I knew it was there. I never had a doubt. I felt it on the back of my neck, felt the heat radiating off the rocks, felt it simmering in the air all around. Immeasurable energy, infusing the world with fire.”

      “Did you see anything green?”

      “Oh, yeah. Fields of it. Grass, flower
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