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PART I

 


WHEN THE SUN FELL DOWN

 



CHAPTER 1

 


How does one prepare for the end of the
world? It’s a silly question, right? Well, not really. There are
ways to prepare if you know exactly how the world you know is going
to end. Bible thumpers are full of shit. So are the morons walking
around with signs that say the Antichrist is coming! Repent your
sins and be prepared for the final judgment! I guess the only
people who really believed in the apocalypse were the survivalists.
Men and women, who instead of hoarding money, quietly dug their
bunkers and shelters, stockpiled nonperishable foods and weapons,
and still lived their normal lives knowing that when the shit hit
the fan they’d be ready for anything.

Billions of people around the planet weren’t
ready. I was one of them. None of us believed the world was going
to end. We were all going about our business of waking up in the
morning, going to work, enjoying good times on weekends, and
planning for the future. I had my own plans, too. I was
twenty-four, had just finished college, and was preparing for my
graduate studies program in history and anthropology. I came from a
functional upper-middle-class family. Dad was a history professor
at the University of California. Mom was a freelance financial
consultant and a certified accountant.

My name is Tanya Gray. I’m an only child, but
I’m not spoiled. Mom and Dad taught me early about things like
respect for people and a strong work ethic. Sometimes it’s hard for
a kid to follow parents’ example, but I did the best I could. I was
insanely curious about the world. They say curiosity killed many
cats. Well, I liked cats. I was a cat who did have nine lives. So
say my parents, my cousins, my uncles and aunts. I had my share of
scratches, bruises, dislocated wrists and ankles, and on one
occasion two broken ribs and a left arm, when a drunken driver
knocked me off my bike when I was twelve. I was a tomboy. I seldom
wore skirts. Give me a T-shirt, a pair of faded Levi’s, and
sneakers, and I was good to go anywhere.

For me, the end of the world began on a
beautiful morning. I’d slept like a log at our family’s country
house, which has been in my Dad’s family possession for three
generations. The house was located in a nice community of
well-to-do people, who wanted to get away from the noise and
nervous energy of the big cities. The sky was a deep royal blue,
and the sun was shining gloriously. Soon spring would turn into
summer. The trees were blooming in a myriad of colors.

I woke up refreshed after yesterday’s chores
preparing the country house for a family reunion. Dad was going to
arrive tomorrow evening from San Francisco, and the day after Mom
would be coming back from her business trip to Tokyo. I made up my
bed, took a nice hot shower and felt like I was born again. I
brushed my teeth, adjusted my hair, and, as was my habit, gave
myself a thorough examination in the mirror above the bathroom
sink.

I was of medium height and my face could be
easily forgotten unless you knew me well. Big hazel eyes, high
cheekbones, straight nose, thin lips, wavy, thick, brown hair.
That’s me. But God gave me something all girls would kill for. I
had a trim body with a chemistry totally resistant to weight gain.
I ate whatever I wanted. Needless to say, there was no soda or any
junk food in my parents’ apartment back in the city. I couldn’t
even remember the last time I went to the dentist.

I pulled on my jeans, sweatshirt, checked
emails on my laptop, turned on the TV, and cooked myself a
delicious breakfast consisting of a mushroom omelet, toast, orange
juice and coffee. After breakfast, I planned to ride my bike to the
town’s flea market. I loved flea markets.

I was on my second cup of coffee when the
National Geographic channel I was watching switched to a white
screen and the logo of the nationwide Emergency Broadcast System.
Usually the tests ran no more than thirty seconds. This time the
Emergency Broadcast System made me wait much longer. Frustrated, I
switched channels, but everywhere I got the same result. The
message on the screen said to stand by for an important
announcement. I thought maybe we’d just captured another
most-wanted terrorist. Or maybe someone had spotted a flying saucer
over Miami. I was about to take another sip of coffee when my cell
phone rang.

That call changed my life forever.

“Hello?”

“Tanya?”

“Dad, hey, how’s it going? I’m so glad
to hear your voice!”

“Tanya, dear, listen, we don’t have
much time. I don’t know how else to say it, but they’ve done it.
You must’ve heard it on the news by now.”

“Hear what, Dad? Something weird
is happening. We have an emergency broadcast system screen
on every TV station, even on cable. Any idea what’s going
on?”

“War, Tanya. We’re at war.”

“We’re at war? But with
whom?”

“With everybody; we’re at the point of
no return. I just got a call from your uncle Jim. He works for
naval intelligence. I’m not sure how it happened, but that doesn’t
matter now. What matters is how to survive what’s coming. They’ve
launched the missiles, Tanya. Jim said they’ll take about an hour
to reach the U.S. mainland. Do you understand what I’m
saying?”

“Dad, this is impossible—”

“It’s possible, my girl. Kiddo, I’m so
sorry. I wish it was all a bad dream.”

I couldn’t believe my ears. My father never
lied to me. Even when he pulled pranks, they were usually mild, and
we all had a good laugh. I recalled from my high school history
lessons that President Ronald Reagan during the Cold War made a
Christmas announcement: he had ordered a missile attack on the
Soviet Union. It was a bad joke, but he got away with it. I tried
to process the information objectively.

“Tanya, listen to me. There’s no time.
The network will be overwhelmed shortly. I tried to reach your mom
in Japan, but the satellite communications have been blocked. What
happens to your mom and me is not important anymore. We want
you to live. I want you to survive no matter
what.”

My heart began hammering in my chest. I felt
a sudden tightness in my solar plexus and realized that my hands
were shaking. But my father’s voice—urgent, loving, and
desperate—was like a life raft, keeping me on the surface of my
consciousness. I felt suddenly cold, nearly overwhelmed by a sense
of dread.

“Tanya, gather your belongings:
clothes, food, water, whatever you need. Don’t get trapped in the
open. Find a military convoy. They’ll know where to find shelter.
They’ve been trained for this. Stay alive. Stay sane. I love
you.”

The TV screen came to life again, and I saw
President Benjamin White. Handsome, usually smiling and cheerful,
he looked like a man facing a firing squad. He was immaculately
dressed, and his hair was neatly combed. But his expression
terrified me. President White, one of the most powerful men in the
world, a master politician, and a former Marine officer, said,
“Yes, we’re at war. The world’s gone insane, and we’ve just
triggered a global Armageddon. . . .”

Tears blurred my vision. I gripped the cell
phone and tried to speak. On the other end, my father’s voice broke
through increasing interference.

“Tanya! Can you hear me?”

“Dad, Daddy . . . Oh my
God . . .”

“Tanya!”

“Jesus Christ . . .
I . . . I can’t. This can’t be happening,
Dad . . . It can’t!”

“No tears, baby. Do you hear me? You
don’t have time for tears. Pull yourself together and get moving.
You must survive. Remember what I taught
you . . .”

“Dad!”

“. . . you must survive,
Tanya . . .”

Cold fear gripped my heart with an iron hand,
squeezing it without mercy.

“. . . Dad, I love
you!”

“You must survive . . .
no matter what . . . Promise me! Promise
me!”

“I
promise . . .”

Click.

I stared at the cell phone as if it were an
alien object. The words on the small screen said: network failure.
I dropped the cell phone and stared at the TV screen. President
White continued speaking. I heard words like diplomatic failure,
unprovoked attack, justified military response. Those words were
meaningless to me. Only his last words had meaning. The president
took a breath and finished his address with the words: “Do what you
can to save yourselves. May God help us all.”

The grief that took over my system blossomed
into sudden rage. I picked up my half-filled coffee mug and threw
it against the wall. It exploded; clay pieces flew in every
direction. Tears flowed again, hot and bitter, burning my cheeks
like acid. No, this wasn’t a dream. The world was going to hell on
a bright spring day.

Yes, like every educated person I was
familiar with the nuclear war basics. That knowledge was purely
theoretical, because no one would dare to turn theory into practice
for any reason. Well, it seemed someone had done just that. I
swore; I cursed everything and everybody.

Get moving, I commanded myself. If you stay
here, you die.

I had made a promise to my father, and that
was the only thing that made me switch into survival mode. I
angrily wiped my tears away and gave a finger to President White
before I started packing. How does one prepare for the end of the
world? I ransacked our house for everything I thought I might need
to survive what was coming. I could take with me only what I could
carry. I couldn’t think of everything, but I packed what I could
into my hiking backpack: several pairs of wool socks, a couple
sweaters, sweatshirt and sweatpants, packets of dried fruit and
beef jerky. Two one-liter bottles of mineral water went into side
mesh pockets. I also found my Dad’s old, field water canteen and
filled it to the brim. I knew the bombs would soon fall, but where?
Would I be far enough away to survive the blast?

My bag was almost full when the TV screen
suddenly went dark. The wall clock, powered by a long-term battery,
stopped ticking. The numbers on my digital wristwatch disappeared.
The whole house suddenly became quiet. I frowned, trying to
comprehend what was happening. Then the whole place was suddenly
lit by a very bright light that came from everywhere at once.
Luckily for me, I was standing with my back to the window, away
from the flash. The effect was similar to the hot touch of the sun
on the exposed flesh on a beach. I dropped to the floor like a
stone, instinctively closing my eyes and curling into a fetal
position.

For several long seconds I could hear
nothing, and then I heard a distant rumble that sounded like an
approaching thunderstorm. The house shook from the sudden, man-made
earthquake. I heard a loud crash of something falling in the
kitchen. I was thankful that the windows miraculously managed to
hold without shattering. I waited for the impact, but the house
remained standing. Maybe the blast was too far away to do any
damage. Well, lucky me. I opened my eyes. Yes, the house was still
standing. I was still alive. I slowly stood up and turned toward
the window.

The sight that greeted me was the stuff of
nightmares. But this was reality. And I was wide-awake.

 



CHAPTER 2

 


Yes, I was far enough away to survive the
blast and the heat of nuclear detonation. An angry mushroom cloud,
gigantic, merciless, and ugly was rising into the sky. Smoke,
flames, dust, and ashes were boiling upward, and the flames seemed
to illuminate the clouds on the horizon from within. I stared at it
unable to avert my gaze.

The atomic dragon held me under its hypnotic
spell, but, with a supreme effort of will, I broke free. Dad was
right; I didn’t have much time. Depending on the direction in which
the wind was blowing, the fallout would be here in twenty minutes,
or in two hours. Either way, I’d be glowing in the dark if I stayed
here any longer. I looked around wondering if I had forgotten
anything I might need. The house was silent. Every electrical
device was dead. I knew exactly why. It was an EMP, an
electromagnetic pulse, generated by the nuclear blast. Everything
powered by electricity or plugged in would be put out of action
permanently.

I pocketed my wallet, my Swiss army knife, a
few packets of bubblegum, and caffeine tablets. I added two bottles
of Tylenol and painkillers. There was no point in running away on
foot, so I went to the garage and was faced with a choice whether
to take my dad’s Harley Davidson or his pickup truck. The bike was
faster, but the trusty old Chevy pickup was better on rough
terrain. I decided on the pickup. I got behind the wheel, inserted
the key, and turned on the ignition.

Miracle!

The engine growled and caught, purring
steadily under the hood. I placed my bag on the passenger seat,
slammed the door, and took a deep breath. I turned on the radio.
Complete bedlam on every frequency. Radio stations that were still
operational were transmitting religious messages or futile calls
for help. One station played “Ave Maria” and another filled the
radio waves with Mozart’s Requiem. Humanity was trying to stop the
madness and ask God for forgiveness. It was too late. Judgment Day
would touch everyone on the planet. Most of us wouldn’t make it. It
was that simple.

I switched the pickup into forward gear and
pushed on the gas pedal. The Chevy rocketed out of the garage and
into the light of day. The lake community was moving out. Families
were driving out of their homes in every type of vehicle: cars,
small trucks, vans, motorcycles, and even bicycles. By the time I
was on the road there was a steady stream of refugees moving in
from other communities. The traffic was light at first, but then it
became thicker as more people joined the stream of terrified
humanity heading down the road.

A military helicopter roared overhead. It
resembled an exotic, deadly dragonfly, and I could see it was armed
with cannons and missile pods. The gunship was followed by another,
quickly heading ahead of the column of vehicles. The van ahead of
me seemed to experience engine trouble, and I got around it, nearly
colliding with a red Toyota. The car was packed to the gills with
children, and the owner of the vehicle stuck out his head and shook
his fist at me.

“Watch where you’re going, you stupid
bitch!” he roared.

I gave him a dirty look but kept my mouth
shut. There was no point in arguing. We had to keep moving. There
was another flash in the distance in my peripheral vision, and I
instinctively hit the brakes, shut my eyes, and crouched down.
Something hit my pickup from behind, but I kept my eyes shut, and
my hands over my face.

I mentally counted the seconds that passed
after the blast and risked looking up. Every vehicle on the road
had stopped moving. People were jumping out of their vehicles,
running around screaming in pain. Another fiery mushroom cloud was
rising, and the sky seemed to part above it like the gates of hell.
I swore and jumped out. I glanced up. The military helicopters were
still in the air, their systems apparently unaffected by the
electromagnetic pulse.

“Do not look at the flash!” a male
voice blared from the loudspeakers. “I repeat, do not look at the
flash!”

Too late, I thought. Half of them had already
looked at the damned flash. Not only had we effectively lost all
our transportation, but half of us were probably blind. The blast
wave from the explosion created an enormous dust cloud. Luckily for
us, the wind was carrying it away from us.

A civilian airbus came plummeting out of the
sky like a mortally wounded bird. I had never seen a plane crash up
close. The big Boeing, capable of carrying three hundred
passengers, was milky white. It resembled a child’s toy when it
came down, the swan song of its terrible descent growing in volume
until the final impact. It hit the hard, unyielding ground and blew
up. Another mushroom cloud blossomed over the funeral pyre of
scorched and twisted aluminum, parts of the destroyed fuselage,
wings, and burning pieces of human remains. One of the plane’s
engines was propelled far away from the main explosion, hitting the
ground and raising a cloud of brown dust.

“Attention! Attention!” the voice again
boomed from the loudspeakers. “Proceed down the road at the best
possible speed. A military convoy from Trenton military base is on
an intercept course and will take onboard as many civilians as it
can. Help the wounded and be the eyes of those who cannot see.
Flash blindness is temporary; your eyesight will return. Proceed in
an orderly fashion and at a steady pace. Do not run. Conserve your
strength.”

Those who could still see became the guides
to those who’d lost their sight. Human chains were formed, steadily
moving down the road. On the horizon, the two mushroom clouds
continued rising. Another tiny sun blossomed into life, intense and
deadly, but it was too far away to harm any of us. I could only
imagine what was happening around the world.

I heard the roar of powerful diesel engines.
The human chains quickly parted to give way to several army-green
armored personnel carriers and two sealed army trucks big enough to
compete with industrial earthmovers. I had no doubt that all of the
disabled civilian vehicles on the road were crushed or ruthlessly
pushed aside by the military machines. If this was the convoy the
helicopter pilots were talking about, they didn’t stop to help us,
but continued at high speed, leaving thousands of people choking
and coughing in the dust. I adjusted my backpack and continued
walking. God only knew how much radiation our bodies were
absorbing. We had to reach some sort of sanctuary and soon before
the fallout caught up with us.

Where would they put all these people? I
asked myself as I trekked among the terrified survivors. Do they
have enough food, medicines, facilities, and supplies to care for
all of us?

I walked. Walked and walked. We covered many
miles before another military convoy intercepted us just as the
pilots had promised. People were tired, and the soldiers were
picking up women and children onto the trucks and armored personnel
carriers.

I saw some men, in order to get on the
vehicles, push people aside only to be shot by the soldiers. Some
of the strongest and more desperate types, who could still see,
even managed to commandeer one of the smaller army supply vehicles
and kill their crew. The APC that pulled alongside them blew them
all to pieces with its turret-mounted heavy machine gun.

Before this moment I’d only seen death on TV
news. Seeing blood, brains, and pieces of human bodies made me sick
to my stomach. I separated from the main body of the survivors and
vomited my breakfast. I retched until my throat hurt. I rinsed my
mouth with water from my canteen, recapped it, and rejoined the
herd. I was tired from hours of walking, but rest was out of the
question. The army didn’t wait for those who got lost or lay down
to rest. I noticed one of the armored cars approaching and dared to
jump on it, grasping the metal handholds, and placing my feet
firmly on the steel tubes running under the rear-mounted spare
wheel. The soldiers manning machine guns reacted immediately.

“What the hell do you think you’re
doing?” said one of them.

“Get off, now!” barked another soldier.
His assault rifle was pointed at my face.

“Look,” I said. “I’m tired from
walking. I just need some rest.”

“No shit, lady, this isn’t a damned
tour bus!”

“No, it isn’t. If you want to shoot me,
go ahead. I’m staying.”

The soldier glared at me, and I fully
expected to get a quick bullet in the head. His partner, however,
placed a hand on his shoulder and said, “Steve, let her ride with
us. Like it or not, we’re all in this together.”

I nodded my thanks and gripped the handholds
tighter. After a few minutes, I cleared my throat and said, “Hey,
guys, do you know where we’re going?”

“Sure,” replied the machine gunner.
“See that hill over there? If we reach it in time, we’ll be
safe.”

“And if we don’t reach it in time, we
all get super powers,” the first soldier grumbled. “If it works in
comic books, maybe it’ll work for real.”

The column was steadily making its way toward
the distant sanctuary. I had no idea what kind of shelter or bunker
it was, but I thought it had to be damned big to fit us all. What
if they didn’t have enough space there? Would they just slam the
doors shut on those who came in last? What if I was one of them?
After what seemed like an eternity, the road branched toward
salvation. Maybe salvation was too strong a term. But the sight of
it gave me hope.

 



CHAPTER 3

 


The long line of exhausted humans and
vehicles stopped before a military roadblock. Four heavy army tanks
barred our way, their long cannons, machine guns, and grenade
launchers at the ready. Behind the tanks was a triple-reinforced
fence, topped with barbed wire. A single, perfectly paved road led
toward a concrete and steel barricade behind which loomed the
massive steel doors. A line of heavily armed soldiers, all clad in
military radiation suits were waiting. They looked like green
armored astronauts, their faces hidden behind their reflective
helmet visors.

The army helicopters monitoring our progress
took flanking positions above the tanks and hovered about a dozen
feet above the ground. I watched as one of the officers from the
lead armored personnel carrier ran up to the tankers and another
officer came to meet him. They spoke for a moment, and I saw the
officer commanding the roadblock give a thumbs-up signal to the
choppers. The helicopters rose higher, and a now-familiar male
voice full of authority spoke clearly and precisely.

“Attention, everyone, you are now under
the protection of the United States Army. Martial law is in full
effect, and you are now under military jurisdiction. Any violence
or civil disobedience can and will be met with deadly force. You
will be admitted into the sanctuary in groups of ten. Families with
children must stay together. Once inside the shelter, you’ll be
given all necessary medical help, orientation, food, and a place to
rest. Proceed quickly and efficiently, and obey the instructions of
the military personnel.”

“This is where you get off, kid,” said
the soldier. “Happy thrills.”

“Thanks for the ride.” I jumped to the
ground. I wanted rest and a bath and wondered if the shelter could
provide both. Rest definitely, bath maybe. Hope? Shit, the whole
world was now a Pandora’s box. I gathered my wits about me and fell
in line. My backpack felt heavy but I endured. As I waited in line,
steadily moving forward, I smelled burning tobacco. Some jerk was
smoking a cigarette.

I glared at the man with the lit cigarette.
He was scruffy looking, an aging hippie-type with bad skin and
long, dirty hair. Our convoy had picked up many stragglers, men,
women, and families caught on the road and forced to abandon their
vehicles, taking with them only what they could carry. Rich man,
poor man, we were all now equal in our
misery. . . .

There was enough space for two people to pass
through between the armored doors. The doors were one-meter thick
and looked completely impregnable. Under the watchful eyes of the
guards, I and another nine people in my group were escorted down an
armored corridor and through another pair of double-reinforced
doors into what resembled a vast underground auditorium. Armed
soldiers were stationed at every entrance. They didn’t wear
radiation suits, but everyone wore a gas mask and gloves. My group
was stopped at the security desk.

All of our possessions were carefully
scanned, examined, and dangerous or suspicious items confiscated.
My Swiss army knife was small enough to pass. One of the men who
tried to argue his right to retain his big hunting knife was
quickly and efficiently persuaded not to argue the point. As I
waited in line for the second security checkpoint, I looked around.
This place was built to house survivors in the event of a nuclear
war. Someone, and a long time ago, had this idea and had thought of
everything. The cavernous interior was huge, and I hadn’t even seen
half of it.

Yellow and black radiation signs were
everywhere. Steel doors were installed into the featureless gray
rock, each marked with a number and sealed shut. Three tunnels in
the distance were abuzz with activity, one accepting the flow of
human traffic, and another handled a stream of vehicles loaded with
troops and supplies. The third tunnel was made of transparent thick
plastic and was guarded by now-familiar soldiers in space suits.
The second security desk was medical. A group of stone-faced army
physicians sat at the metal table. Two officers, one male and one
female, were running their portable Geiger counter wands over their
charges.

I inwardly dreaded the radiation readouts.
When my turn came, the female doctor waved her gloved hand
impatiently. I took a deep breath and decided that whatever will be
will be. The doctor was an attractive Latino. She wore a white
medical coat over her military jumpsuit. Her hair was tied into a
bun on top of her head. Brown eyes were kind but tired.

“Fifty,” she said crisply.

“Is that bad?” I asked.

“You will live. Move along.
Next!”

I will live. No kidding. A small mountain
seemed to fall off my shoulders. Carrying my backpack, I walked
toward the third security desk. I passed another security scan,
which was very thorough. The quiet and efficient men and women took
my blood and DNA sample, scanned my retinas, and imprinted an ID
code bar onto my left hand, just above my left wrist, with a
medical laser.

“Name?”

“Tanya Gray.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-four.”

“Blood type?”

“A.”

“Single or married?”

“Single.”

“Occupation?”

“Graduate college student.”

“Hereditary diseases or
allergies?”

“None.”

I answered every question as calmly as I
could. In the end, I was given a white plastic ID card with my name
and picture. I was directed through the transparent plastic tunnel
into a large room where men and women were separated and ordered to
submit to a cleaning procedure. I was told to sit in a chair, and
my head was shorn to near-total baldness.

“Standard procedure,” they explained to
me after I angrily bolted out of the chair.

I now looked like a scared marine recruit. My
standard procedure didn’t end with me temporarily losing my hair. I
was scrubbed clean by two women wielding a fire hose. The water was
thankfully warm. In a place that smelled like a hospital, although
it hardly looked like one, I was put through an electric drying
chamber. I was then given a simple, cotton, black jumpsuit with my
nametag on it and a pair of thick, black socks. My ID card was
again run through the computer, and I was allowed to pick up my
backpack from a small conveyor belt similar to those used to pick
up luggage at the airport. At the exit, I was met by two doctors
and two soldiers armed with short-barreled assault rifles. Marines,
I deducted after spotting an eagle, anchor, and a globe insignia on
their hats.

“Your clothes have been subjected to
antiradiation treatment,” the male doctor said to me after scanning
my card. “You can pick them up after your orientation
session.”

I took another trip down the hall with two
soldiers acting as escorts. They delivered me into an elevator
where a big, bald man in a green jumpsuit pointed me toward the
orientation room. There were no seats, but the floor was covered by
gray padding. There were about a hundred men, women and children.
All with shaven heads, all wearing identical black jumpsuits, all
terrified and confused.

An armed soldier stood at each of the four
corners of the room. I leaned against the wall and waited. People
were talking and murmuring among themselves. Someone cracked a joke
and someone sneezed at least five times, which many people found
annoying. Someone passed wind, and I heard shouts of disgust.

“Hey, who let go?” someone
shouted.

“God damn it, it stinks!” said
another.

“Who did it?”

“You did!”

“Screw you!”

“Shut the hell up!” one of the soldiers
barked.

One of the men turned around and spat. “I
wasn’t talking to you, soldier boy.”

Cretins, I thought shaking my head. Someone
is going to get it. And someone did. The man was clearly going
crazy. The soldier pointed his rifle at the man, who promptly
opened his jumpsuit, exposing his chest. “Yeah, do it, you fascist
bastard!” he yelled. “See if you have the guts to shoot an unarmed
man!”

I heard a popping sound. A dart shot out of
what I at first assumed was the assault-rifle grenade launcher. One
moment the man was standing, then he jerked and fell. His body
quivered and he lay still.

“My God!” exclaimed one of the young
women. “You killed him!”

“We just put him to sleep,” the soldier
said with a smile. He tapped his helmet. “This is guard squad nine.
Requesting a medical team to orientation room, do you
copy?”

A short time later, the unconscious man was
carried out, and the soldiers closed the door. The lights in the
room dimmed, and the large, flat computer screen on the wall came
to life. The man on the screen was dressed in a field military
uniform and was wearing the three stars of a general of the United
States Army. I judged him to be in his early fifties. He was big,
looked very fit, but there was something cruel in the lines of his
mouth. Short-cropped, steel-gray hair, square jaw, and cold, blue
eyes made him look like a modern-day Viking. Then he began to
speak.

“My name is Major General Douglas
Pierce. Welcome to Crystal Temple. This underground facility was
built secretly ten years ago to protect the remnants of the United
States population in the event of a nuclear war. There are other
facilities like this across the country. None of us expected this
to happen, ladies and gentlemen. But knowing Murphy’s Law, whatever
can go wrong, one day will. Too many nations on our planet have
developed nuclear weapons, nations that should never have been
allowed to have them.

“But what’s done is done. We don’t know
exactly how many of our cities have been destroyed and how much of
America remains. But we know with absolute certainty that our
enemies will not celebrate their victory over us. In this war
there’s no winner. As commanding officer in charge of this
facility, I’ll do everything in my power to keep you safe from the
horrors above. In return, you must obey the military law of Crystal
Temple and do everything in your power to enable this sanctuary to
function as an effective survival community. Nuclear fallout and
nuclear winter will pass. When it’s safe to emerge to the surface,
we’ll rebuild our country from the ashes. That I promise
you.

“The laws of Crystal Temple are simple.
If you don’t work, you don’t eat. Murder, rape, theft of weapons,
food and medicine, black marketeering, violence, and mutiny will be
punished by death. Any form of unprovoked assault on army personnel
will be punished by expulsion to the surface. I trust you’ll do
your best to help us all stay alive. Food and living quarters will
be provided to you. Remember, we’re all in this
together.”

The lights brightened, and the people in the
orientation room stirred. A door opened and a handsome army
lieutenant walked through. “Now, ladies and gentlemen, we’ll see
you to your assigned quarters. Please follow me.”

We followed him, still in shock. The world
above us had turned to hell, and here, deep underground, there was
something that still offered hope to those who’d barely made it. My
designated individual quarters were not quarters at all, just a
dark niche carved in solid rock with barely enough room to lie down
and crawl into my army-issue sleeping bag. Only when I was alone
did the full weight of my recent experience hit me like an
avalanche. I heard people crying. They were mourning their loved
ones. I couldn’t hold back my own tears. My grief threatened to
pull me apart, but the promise I made to my father still held me
together.

 



CHAPTER 4

 


I wanted to dream about the past. The past
was bright and beautiful in spite of all its imperfections. I
wanted to awaken from this nightmare in my comfortable room with
its movie posters, my study table, my leather armchair, my books,
my musical collection, and my cat Jim. He was a quiet, beautiful
cat, who liked sitting on my lap, purring as I stroked his coat and
scratched him behind the ears.

Now all of that was gone. My friends, my
family, my career, my home, all were gone. Because some bastard had
pushed a button in the name of some bullshit ideals.
Ideals . . . I had plenty of time to reflect on the
ideals that shaped our world and brought it to the brink of
extinction. We dutifully elected political leaders who lied to us.
Corporations financing political campaigns held the government in
their pocket. Wars were fought across the globe so an elite group
of super-rich assholes could become even richer. How much was
enough?

And who started the damned war? Maybe it
didn’t matter, but I really wanted to know. Because whoever had
given the orders to launch the missiles was probably hidden safely
away underground in a luxurious bunker along with their families,
advisors, servants, and bodyguards. They had to be held
accountable. But who would punish them? Who knew the truth?
President Benjamin White knew the truth. He knew everything, and
he’d failed to stop the world from going to hell.

I was exhausted but couldn’t sleep. I climbed
out of my sleeping bag and turned on a small night-light above my
head. The rest of Crystal Temple was hidden in deep shadows. I
noticed the red light of a video camera on the opposite wall and
angrily closed the canvas curtain that served as the door. I didn’t
want whoever was manning the security center to see me cry.

I opened my backpack and took out my wallet.
I slowly opened it and laid its contents out in front of me. There
was my credit card, my debit card, my library card. I had two
hundred and five dollars in cash. Business cards from two of my
college professors, a card from the animal clinic, and three photos
I always carried with me. The first photo was of me and my family
taken at my high school graduation. I wore a long braid at that
time, a fashion trend girls picked up after a particularly popular
sword and sorcery movie.

In the second photo, I posed in a full
hunter-survivalist outfit with my face smeared with green
camouflage. I held my father’s double-barreled hunting rifle, a
hunting vest, a big hunting knife, and bow and quiver with arrows.
I must have looked like a female version of Rambo. I’d thought I
was tough. And cool. The last photo was of me as a baby. I was a
one-year-old sleeping bundle of joy. A smiling mom and dad held me
toward the camera and beamed with pride. . . .

I cried so hard that my chest hurt. Maybe it
would be better if I had been vaporized along with my country house
if the bomb had fallen closer. It would’ve been a quick and
painless death. I spent the night in misery. The sound of the
morning bells failed to bring me out of my tiny niche. I heard
voices outside the curtain. One of them was a deep male
baritone.

“Good morning, breakfast time, ladies
and gentlemen! Please get your ID cards ready. It’s breakfast
time!”

I wasn’t hungry and wanted to sleep to lose
myself in sweet oblivion. That was not to be. After about ten
minutes, the curtain of my tiny cell was pulled open, and I came
face to face with a broad-shouldered man in a field uniform. Around
his left bicep, he wore the black armband of the military police.
He had a broad face and eyes that missed nothing. His nametag read
SGT Watson.

“Breakfast time,” the MP announced.
“Come and join the others.”

“Thank you, but I’m not hungry,” I
replied.

“This isn’t a request; it’s an
order.”

“Look, sir, I’m really not hungry at
all.”

The MP patted the electroshock baton hanging
from his belt. “I don’t care. Everyone follows orders. This isn’t a
goddamn summer camp.”

I had no choice but to comply. Soon I joined
the others in a long line for breakfast. I expected something like
toast and eggs. Instead, I was given a sealed brown thing that
looked like a soap bar wrapped in plastic and a paper cup of
coffee. Dozens of men and women in black jumpsuits, many with their
children, were moving around me, looking for a spot at the low,
rectangular steel tables and metal chairs bolted to the floor. I
found a seat between a skinny man with a strange tattoo on his
shaved head who wore an eye patch, and a big guy who looked like a
lumberjack. Across the table from me, a young man sat between a
tired-looking woman and a kind-faced black man who looked like a
gentle giant. The young man looked very fit, but without the
bulging muscles. I wondered how he’d look when his hair grew back.
He had a handsome face, good skin, and the nicest, deep green eyes
I’d ever seen. He nodded politely when our eyes met and then
concentrated on his food. I took the wrap off my food bar and
smelled it. When I bit into it, it was soft and gooey like caramel
candy minus the taste of sweet caramel.

“Hi there, pretty,” said the man with
the tattoo. “How’re you doing?”

“How do you think I’m doing?” I replied
keeping my voice level.

“Well, you’re still alive,
right?”

“Still,” I remarked. “Sorry, but I’m
not in the mood to talk.”

“I understand. No problem,
babe.”

I swore under my breath. Something told me
that the man was dangerous. His attitude, his manners, and his body
decorations made me believe he was an ex-convict.

The man smiled crookedly and took a sip of
his coffee. “This coffee tastes like shit. I drank better coffee in
the slammer.”

“You were in prison?” the lumberjack
asked. “What did you do?”

“Armed robbery.”

“Then why are you here?” inquired the
black man.

“Well, believe it or not, the driver of
the prison bus had a heart attack, and the bus ran off the road. So
we boys made a break for it. We overpowered the guards and took off
like pigeons. I changed my clothes, made it to the nearest town,
and then—boom—the president comes on TV telling us to get to the
bomb shelters. What a joke!”

The black man nodded his head. “Lucky guy,
avoiding time in prison and an atomic bomb. That’s quite an
accomplishment.”

“And what’s your story, big guy?” the
tattooed man asked.

“Not much to tell; I’m
retired.”

“But what did you do before the
war?”

“I beat people up for
money.”

“You were a mob enforcer?” The
lumberjack leaned forward.

The black man smiled and took a sip of his
coffee. “No, sonny, you’ve got the wrong color. Mobsters are a
bunch of racist sociopaths. They despise guys like me. Me? I beat
up all kinds of guys in the boxing ring, made good money, too.”

“How come I’ve never heard of you?”
asked the young man with green eyes. “I have a photographic
memory.”

“Because I quit when you were in
diapers, and I could still think straight.”

The comment produced forced smiles and
chuckles around the table. I put the food bar in my jumpsuit pocket
to be eaten later and drank my coffee. The young man with green
eyes gave me a wink. I smiled politely, excused myself and left the
table. At the door, the guards stopped me.

“Where’re you going?”

“Back to my bunk. What’s the
problem?”

“There’ll be a job orientation session
after breakfast,” one of the MPs said.

“I need to go to the
bathroom.”

“There’s a bathroom down behind the
dining hall.”

I spun around and walked toward the
restrooms. The one marked “ladies” was occupied. I paced back and
forth until a bald woman emerged and gave me a withering stare. I
held her gaze, and it seemed to enrage her further.

“What are you looking at, you little
bitch?” she hissed.

“Grow up,” I retorted.

I certainly didn’t expect her to lunge at me.
She was bigger than me and nearly a head taller. She might’ve been
pretty once, but she wasn’t aging well. But she had enough strength
to grasp me by the front of my jumpsuit collar and slam me against
the wall.

“You think you’re the only one?” she
snarled, her pale gray eyes blazing.

“Take your hands off me, right now,” I
said.

I was preparing to deliver a knee blow to her
vitals when the door to the men’s restroom opened, and a soldier
came out. Seeing the uniformed man, the woman quickly released me,
spun on her heels, and left. The soldier gave me an inquisitive
look, but before he could say anything, I locked myself in the
restroom. I washed my face, rinsed my mouth, and looked back at my
reflection. My appearance was shocking. Not because of my shaved
head. I knew my hair would grow back. My skin seemed paler, and my
eyes were bloodshot. I felt a familiar feeling of dread but could
not detect its source.

When I emerged from the restroom, people were
filing out under the watchful eyes of armed guards. We were going
for a job orientation session. Walking down the hallway, we passed
other groups of men and women with assigned guards. I recalled the
words of General Douglas Pierce in his welcome speech to us. If
you don’t work, you don’t eat. It was rather crude, but
effective. I’d heard a similar slogan in my college history
class.

“Hey,” a voice said to my
left.

I turned my head and saw the young man with
green eyes. “You okay?” he said.

“No. I’m not okay.”

“You will be. By the way, my name’s
Jack.”

“Tanya.”

“That’s a nice name.”

He walked beside me, making small talk,
trying to cheer me up. He was a nice guy, and I wasn’t in the mood
for chitchat, but somehow I found his presence soothing. Jack
Mitchell had a quiet strength about him that I found appealing. If
things turned out okay and we survived the nuclear holocaust, maybe
we would get to know each other better. It was hard to trust
complete strangers in this place. Crystal Temple was what it was
meant to be, a high-tech shelter from nuclear fallout. And
hundreds, maybe even thousands, of people who’d lost everything
dear to them would hardly be nice to one another.

 



CHAPTER 5

 


Two weeks have passed since the bombs fell.
Jack Mitchell became my first true friend in Crystal Temple. It was
strange; I didn’t see a single familiar face among the hundreds of
people I encountered in the tunnels, rooms, hallways, and other
various facilities of our fallout shelter.

Jack and I sat on a sturdy plastic bench at
the end of the hall just thirty feet away from the mineral water
dispenser machine guarded by two soldiers.

“So what did they offer you in the
labor department?” Jack asked.

“Part-time nurse and part-time
cook.”

“That’s interesting, but why? Do you
know how to cook and heal people?”

I shook my head. “I’m certified in CPR. Dad
and I used to take hiking trips because we loved nature. So he
taught me all this cool stuff about survival in the wilds. Taught
me how to make shelter, weapons, how to treat wounds, burns, and
poison snake bites.”

“And the cooking part?”

“Every hunter must know how to cook
game or he’d starve.”

“Good point,” Jack agreed. “So you’re
not afraid of blood?”

“Only my own,” I replied with a sad
smile. “When I was twelve, I fainted when a doctor took my blood
from a vein. I saw it going into that glass tube and everything
turned black. It’s strange that my own blood scares me more than
the blood of others.”

“It happens.” Jack rubbed his
hands.

“So what’s your story,
Jack?”

“My story, hmm . . . I’m
a thrill seeker.”

“What does that mean
exactly?”

“I’m into extreme sports. I mean, used
to be. It doesn’t look like I’ll go skydiving anytime
soon.”

I crossed my legs and looked him over. “How
old are you, Jack?”

“Twenty-seven. Why? How old are
you?”

“I’m twenty-four, will be twenty-five
in three months.”

Jack nodded. “You told me you studied at
college. What was it, biology?”

“Anthropology and history. Wanted to
get my master’s degree, but . . . well, you
know.”

“Sorry,” Jack said. “Looks like
someone’s cancelled our plans. Everyone I knew is dead or will be
soon.” His green eyes suddenly became hard and ruthless. “Tanya, if
we live through this, I hope someone will take a group of
well-armed volunteers, find the presidential hideout, and kill
President White.”

I blinked and almost recoiled from the quiet
fury in his voice. “You’re serious?” I said. “You believe he’s
responsible for all this?”

“If he’s responsible, he deserves to
die.”

“But, Jack, how would you know if he’s
responsible? How could anyone know?”

“Someone knows,” Jack growled, “and
they’re going to pay.”

I didn’t know what to say. Jack suddenly
closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. His fingers relaxed,
and his green eyes were bright and clear again.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a long
pause. “We’ve all lost so much. We’ll never get back what we’ve
lost. Please forgive me.”

“For what?”

“For not offering you hope. I don’t
know if there’s such a thing anymore.”

“There has to be, Jack. What are people
saying?”

“You want rumors or cold, hard
facts?”

“Both.”

“What do you know about nuclear
war?”

“I know what everyone knows. Worldwide
destruction, fire, radiation, dust in the sky, nuclear winter. Did
I miss something?”

“Not really,” Jack said. “Yesterday I
overheard two officers talking. Apparently, what remains of our
military still has functional satellites in orbit as well as some
elements of the SDI.”

“What’s SDI?”

“It’s an acronym for Strategic Defense
Initiative, Star Wars. The idea originated back in the 1980s during
the Cold War. Scientists and generals at the Pentagon proposed
building a multi-layered laser defense system to shoot down the
incoming Soviet ballistic missiles. It was a pipe dream, of course.
Would it have worked? Maybe, nobody knows. But no system is
foolproof. Back then they had some pretty powerful nuclear shit.
Imagine what they’ve unleashed on the world now.”

“So what did the officers say about the
satellites? How bad is it?”

“It’s worse than we thought. We’ve lost
all the major metropolitan cities on both coasts. Many nukes fell
into the heartland, the farming states. Apparently Russian,
Chinese, Middle Eastern and South American Alliance submarine and
surface fleets are still hunting each other. They have no naval
bases to return to, so they’re slugging it out until the
end.”

“My uncle is in the naval
intelligence,” I said. “Maybe he survived.”

“I hope he did,” Jack said. “I haven’t
told you the worst news. The radiation on the surface is murderous.
Enough to kill anyone at this point, even in a radiation suit. I
heard we admitted a few dozen stragglers two weeks ago. Treatment
will help, but many will be sterile. You should’ve seen the last
group of refugees they brought in last night. Half of them won’t
make it. Now Crystal Temple will not admit anyone. It’s too
dangerous.”

I shuddered. Jack was right, of course. Those
who survived the blasts would be trapped in the open where every
breath they took meant death. It would be merciful if they got huge
doses and quickly expired. It would be infinitely worse for those
who took refuge in shelters and basements. Even if they did have
food and water, it would eventually run out. They’d be forced to
come to the surface. And they’d get irradiated, spending days, even
weeks, in the horrific agony of radiation sickness.

“Jack,” I said quietly, “I don’t want
to spend the rest of my life here. Do you think it’ll be possible
one day to return to the surface?”

“Sure,” Jack said. “In about a thousand
years.”

“That’s not funny.”

“What do you want me to say? Want me to
lie to make you feel better?”

“You seem to know a lot about all this
nuclear stuff. Did you serve in the military?”

Jack smiled crookedly. “I came close once. My
girlfriend talked me out of it. She was part Cherokee on her
mother’s side. And just like you, she was good at all that
wilderness survival stuff. She was beautiful and fearless.” He
lowered his gaze. “I hope she survived, Tanya. But I’m a realist. I
hope you are as well.” He glanced at my wristwatch. “Looks like
your battery needs replacement.”

“It’s busted,” I said, “fried by the
EMP.”

“Why keep it then?”

“It’s a memento. To remember the day my
life changed.”

He nodded. “I, too, have a memento.
Thankfully, no EMP can kill it. It’s mechanical.”

“Cool. I know they don’t make
mechanical stuff anymore.”

“Yes, they’re very rare,” Jack said.
“Be good to me, and I’ll show it to you sometime.”

“I don’t even know you,
Jack.”

“Hah!” He chuckled. “It’s not like
we’ll fall in love or anything like that. Just keep your eyes open
and learn to survive. Something tells me this place is dangerous.
The soldiers will protect us, but they can’t be everywhere. People
are angry and devastated. Stay away from confrontations and try not
to make any enemies.”

“Right,” I said. “But this isn’t
Alcatraz. You expect everyone to watch their back and carry
razorblades in their pockets?”

“Tanya, in the situation we’re in,
people are capable of anything.”

“I see. Well, remember what General
Pierce said—”

“General Pierce wants to keep order.
I’d do the same in his place. But order without hope is a time
bomb. People can and will go nuts. Maybe not the first year or the
next, but they will. He can’t promise them salvation.”

“No one can.” I stood up and looked him
straight in the eye. “I like you, Jack. I’d like to talk to you
some more, maybe over a good cup of coffee.”

“Are you asking me on a
date?”

“No. Just want to talk to you and see
that mechanical memento of yours. It was built in Japan,
right?”

“Wrong. Switzerland. It’s one hundred
years old and still ticking.”

 



CHAPTER 6

 


They say war is hell. Part of that hell
followed us here. Crystal Temple managed to save only two thousand
men, women and children. Part of my job as a medical nurse was to
save as many people as possible and comfort those who couldn’t be
saved. As a kitchen assistant, I was washing dishes and making sure
nothing went to waste. I was told in no uncertain terms that
stealing food and medicine was punishable by death. The same
warning signs were posted at all five levels of the sanctuary.

I was given a crash course in nursing and
medicine, and, under supervision of army doctors and medical
specialists, did what was required of me. Some aspects of my work
made me physically ill. I had to gather all my wits about me to
overcome my disgust and revulsion. Captain John Saunders, one of
the best medical specialists at Crystal Temple, instructed me in
the use of radiation medicine and gave me an injector tube that was
used to euthanize the patients who were beyond help.

Captain Saunders was young, not yet forty,
but the war took a heavy toll on him. His hair was prematurely gray
and deep wrinkles formed around his intelligent eyes. Like most of
the people here, he had a family that had died in the war and was
concealing his grief behind the mask of cool professionalism.

“You’ll see things normal people
weren’t made to see,” he said to me as I pulled on my rubber gloves
and a respirator mask. “Like it or not, you’ll have to get used to
it.”

“What are our chances?” I asked, my
voice sounding hollow from behind the mask.

“Our chances?” he said, glancing up
from his laptop medical chart. “If we stay underground, our chances
are good. But I can’t say how long we’ll stay here. Might take five
years or it might take fifty. It’s too early to know.”

“You’ll let me know?”

“Everyone’ll know,” he assured me.
“There will be weekly broadcasts about the conditions on the ground
and around the country.”

I nodded and joined my fellow nurse named
Esther Baum. Esther had studied medicine in college and had trained
to be a nutritionist. War had interrupted her studies, and when she
ended up down here with us, her abilities were put to good use.
Tawny-skinned, with jet-black hair and dark eyes, she wasn’t
squeamish about anything except rats.

“I hate them,” she admitted to me
during our coffee break. “I almost fell under a train when one of
those ugly rodents jumped onto the subway platform. I hope we have
no rats here, because I swear to you I’ll build myself a
flamethrower and hunt them down.”

“I haven’t seen any rats,” I assured
her. “This place is clean.”

We went behind the plastic curtain, through a
guarded door, and into the patients’ ward. The sanctuary’s main
sickbay was divided into three units: the operating room, the
resting room, and the recovery room. Beyond the doors leading out
of the recovery room was the main hospital. Because of the imposed
radiation quarantine, those who could be saved were separated from
the hopeless. The last groups of shocked survivors fleeing from the
radioactive fallout got the worst of it.

I moved past the beds occupied by about
two-dozen men, women, and children in various stages of recovery
from radiation sickness. Connected to nutrient- and
vitamin-carrying IV tubes, they were all bald and looked healthy
enough. They may be advised to not have children, but they’d fully
recover thanks to a timely intervention. Good diet, drugs,
antibiotics, and moral strength would ensure their survival. They
were the lucky ones.

I waved at the patients who were awake or
reading books provided by the medical staff. Quiet, recorded music
was turned on, classical mostly, and I hoped they appreciated it. I
sure did. I loved classical music. Mom had even wanted to enroll me
in a musical school, because I was pretty decent at the piano. I
never went, but love of good music stayed with me.

An armed guard and a doctor met us at the
entrance to the hell room. It was named thus for obvious reasons.
Few people knew what was going on there and even fewer wanted to
know. The guard checked our ID cards and matched our fingerprints
and retinas with a handheld scanner. The doctor, who looked tired
and red-eyed, gave us a brief nod before turning and heading down
the corridor. Esther and I entered through the double door that
temporarily sealed us inside with an audible hiss of escaping
air.

I knew radiation was not contagious. People
who lay here were doomed. The patients looked like living corpses.
One look at these poor souls made me grasp a metal handhold at one
of the beds and turn away.

Esther was made of the sterner stuff than I.
She moved among the living dead like a white ghost or an angel. I
swallowed hard. Pale faces, lesions, bleeding sores. Skin ravaged
by radiation burns. Even through the strong odor of antiseptic, I
could smell the decaying flesh and blood through my nose filter. I
read their medical charts, then following the procedure, crossed
out their names with a red marker and administered the required
dose of the drug into the IV tube. The drug would stop their hearts
and end their suffering. I forced myself to look at them before I
gave them a small measure of mercy. One by one our charges received
their injections, and one by one their medical monitor switched
from the wavy-green mode of life into the straight line of
death.

I approached a young boy. He seemed to be
barely breathing. His skin was deathly pale, and his life
monitoring machinery told me everything about his condition. Barry
Graver, age thirteen. Both parents dead, initial radiation dose
nine hundred rads. Condition: terminal, massive loss of red blood
cells, loss of vision, progressing aggressive leukemia. I thought
he was sleeping or maybe unconscious, but the boy suddenly opened
his eyes and turned his head in my direction.

“Mom?” he asked in a raspy voice. “Mom,
is that you?”

I didn’t know what to say. Barry Graver was
blind. But his sightless eyes looked straight at me, both pleading
and accusing. I swallowed hard and glanced at Esther, who calmly
delivered a dose of heart-stopping drug to another patient. Esther
raised her head and looked at me questioningly. After a moment of
hesitation, I gave her a dismissing gesture and leaned over the
boy. I could just inject him with my silvery tube, and he would be
dead in less than thirty seconds. But Barry would die alone, not
hearing a human voice, not getting a kind word from anyone. No, I
said to myself. He deserves better.

“I’m here, Barry,” I said and gently
took his hand. In response, I felt his fingers squeezing
mine.

“Mom,” he said, “I’m so glad you came.
I can’t see you, Mom . . .”

“I can see you,” I said, feeling my
eyes sting. “Does it hurt?”

“No, it doesn’t. A doctor gave me
painkillers. So it’s okay.”

“That’s good,” I said, my fingers tight
around the injector to prevent them from trembling.

“Mom, you sound different.”

“I’m wearing a mask, honey. It changes
my voice. You need to sleep.”

“Mom, if I die . . .
will I go to heaven?”

I felt a hand on my shoulder and almost
jumped. Esther’s dark eyes looked at me from behind the hard
plastic lenses of her respirator. She gave me a reassuring nod, and
I turned back to Barry. “Yes,” I said. “When you die, you will go
to heaven.”

I administered the injection. After
twenty-five seconds, Barry stopped breathing, and his heart monitor
showed a flat green line. With his passing, I felt something akin
to internal shock. I took care of the terminally ill patients on
pure automatic. Moving like an automaton, I placed the spent
injector tube in my pocket and contacted Dr. Saunders. His face
appeared on the wall screen. “Procedure complete,” I said.

“Understood,” he said. “Proceed to
decontamination chamber.”

The decontamination chamber resembled a
high-tech shower, where medical personnel had their suits
thoroughly washed and scanned for any traces of viruses or
radiation. A hot-air chamber dried our suits, and Esther and I
peeled them off. I was disgusted and angry, but kept my emotions in
check. Dr. Saunders sent us both to clean and prepare medical
equipment for the operating room. Normally I would now be at the
desk helping the doctors check patients’ medical histories and act
as a receptionist. But not now, not after what we’d both just gone
through. Dr. Saunders knew exactly how we felt.

The rest of my work shift I helped Esther
with the cleanup. We had to boil the forceps, scalpels, saws, and
other advanced medical equipment in hot water, then sterilize them
in a harsh UV light. There was much to be done, and I detached
myself from any emotions, exchanging few words with Esther until
our shift was over. Our ID cards were charged with credits, and we
were allowed to go and rest. Esther said her goodbye and
immediately went to her living quarters, making me promise I’d come
by tomorrow for tea and snacks.

Passing military patrols, I wandered
aimlessly from tunnel to tunnel, taking elevators to the other
levels, seeing the faces of strangers, many of whom were still in a
state of denial. Two thousand souls locked underground under the
watchful eyes of the remnants of the U.S. military. The civilians
occupied the first two levels of the sanctuary. The third level was
for administration and the military, the fourth was for storage of
supplies, machine parts, and recycling plants. The fifth level was
classified and heavily guarded.

Thinking suicidal thoughts, I realized that I
had just come into the exact remote spot I wanted to find. There
were no video cameras, at least not any that I could detect. Stacks
of sealed steel crates with numbers and incomprehensible markers
were lined against one stone wall and a row of red lamps
illuminated a single passage.

I sat on one of the crates and leaned against
the cool metal. The temperature in the sanctuary was kept to a
reasonably comfortable sixty degrees. In order to shut out the
images of horrors I had witnessed in the hell room, I tried to lose
myself in the past. I took out the photographs of my family I
carried with me in the chest pocket of my jumpsuit. Those had been
happy times, the best of times. Back then, I had no idea that
humanity was living on borrowed time. My old life had ended; a new
life had begun. Bitterness, rage and sorrow slowly rose from the
pit of my stomach like volcanic lava.

I sobbed, unable to hold back tears. My
mom . . . my dad . . . my sweet kitty
Jim. My friends, my loved ones . . . They were all
gone. I buried my face in my hands. Visions of horror flashed
through my tortured mind. And in the depth of my grief I failed to
see another very real danger that almost cost me my life.

Rough hands suddenly grabbed me and forced me
to the ground. Before I realized what was happening, I was pinned
down by two big men. A third one grinned at me in the red light,
and I felt cold metal pressed against my neck. It was a straight
razor, small enough to be allowed to carry for personal use, but
deadly even in the hands of an amateur. My eyes went wide. I hadn’t
seen it coming. God damn it!

“Not a word,” the man with the razor
hissed. “You scream and I’ll bleed you like a pig. Now you’ll do
what we say, yes?”

“Yes,” I hissed back with venom. I
tried to formulate some kind of strategy to get out of this mess.
There was no way I’d allow them to rape me, razor or no razor.
Their DNA would send them to the electric chair or whatever they
used here to punish criminals. No. These bastards wouldn’t leave a
living witness to their crime. They’d rape, kill, and bury me.
There were plenty of places here to hide a dead body.

“Good girl,” said the man with the
razor.

The razor blade lay flat on my jugular vein.
I had only one chance at this. When the third man started to unzip
my jumpsuit, I spat in the face of the man with the razor and
kicked out with my right foot.

The effect was immediate. My kick hit the
attacker in his most vulnerable spot. I heard a groan and managed
to twist away from the razor before jamming my finger into the
second man’s eye. His howl of pain and rage was deafening. The
remaining attacker hit me in the face, and I rebounded from the
steel crate and fell on the ground. Instinctively, I reached into
my pants pocket. My fingers wrapped around the cool handle of my
Swiss army knife. I flicked it open and freed my knife hand. The
attacker went for my throat, and I lashed out with my blade. He
screamed. I stabbed him twice in the torso, and he recoiled and
ran. The blade was two inches long, not enough to reach any vital
organs, but it saved my life. Cursing and screaming, the attacker
whose eye I took out ran away. One of the assailants remained lying
on the ground in a fetal position.

Forgetting about the knife I still held in my
hand, I went to work on him with my booted feet. Ignoring the world
around me, the shouts in the distance, and the alarms that pierced
the air, I continued beating him.

A squad of soldiers in full riot gear
appeared before me, their assault rifles and shock batons at the
ready. “Stop!” the squad leader barked. “Put your hands behind your
head! Get on the ground! Now!”

I dropped my Swiss army knife, placed my
hands behind my head, and went on my knees. I was immediately taken
into custody and handcuffed. My barely conscious assailant was
similarly treated. The soldiers frisked me for hidden weapons, left
two guards to watch over the crime scene, and marched me through a
maze of tunnels and passageways until at last we stood in front of
a thick metal door.

I was showed into a tiny cell ten by ten feet
with a single stone bench that served as a bed. The door slammed
shut, and a lamp overhead protected by a wire mesh automatically
lit up, bathing the cell in soft yellow
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