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Аннотация
On the eve of an extinction level event, Anna Jenner�s survival is almost assured. All she has to do is travel with her son from Midland, Texas to the designated safe zone out east, picking up selected essential personnel on her journey. Her job is to lead and bring the chosen few to the sanctuary. A comet is on a direct collision course for earth. Its impact will bring global devastation.
Anna and the others will be the ones to rise from the ashes when the dust settles. Everything is set. But along the way, chaos over the nearing event ensues, and while crossing a panic filled country, Anna makes decisions that impact the long term plan.
She is human.
Unable to refuse those who ask for help, Anna opens the door to strangers in her own small attempt to preserve humanity. The meticulously drawn out long term plan is out the window. Not only must Anna prove to everyone that her choices were the correct ones, she must try to maintain balance in an emotionally difficult situation. Unfortunately, it is not easy for her. In the days and weeks following the event, everything in the bunker must be rethought, recalculated and unfortunately, heartbreaking decisions made.
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Extinction is the rule. Survival is the exception.
~ Carl Sagan


1 � RESETTING THE CLOCK

August 1 � One Hour Post Event

Eventually, striking a match would become a luxury. Something so simple, so accessible, could be the gold of tomorrow. I hated the thought of lighting that match. I prolonged it. I held high hopes that it would be the last and only one I had to use. But I had to light it� just in case.
Just in case.
In case every bit of planning was for naught. Just in case everything we learned and were told ended up wrong. That match, that single match would start it all.
Granted, there were ten thousand matches in storage. What a ridiculous amount. I scoffed at that. But in the dark, it seemed miniscule. How long really would ten thousand matches last? Long enough until we found another way? I supposed that rationing them from the get go was what needed to be done.
Rationing was a word I would have to learn to use.
It started with a match.
Yet, I hesitated in lighting it.
In that moment, maybe a few seconds or a minute into it, I thought about life up to that moment. My mind raced.
Every single thing I had around me, every person was an asset, whether they seemed like it or not.
It had come, it really had come.
No amount of planning prepares you for the instant that the world ends.
Especially, if you aren�t paying attention.
I was one of those individuals who had what they called an External Locus of Control. Meaning, I firmly believed that things happened and there was nothing I could do about it.
I viewed everything that way.
Taking life as it came.
I never made a grocery list, never preplanned my meals, or even shopped early for Christmas.
If it happens, it happens.
In the weeks and years ahead, perhaps that attitude would suffice, but sitting in the dark, praying that it was all planned correctly, was not one of those moments.
Steps had been taken that brought me to the dark point. Everything up to that moment had been thought out for me.
It was time that I took the reins and started thinking for myself.
The knowledge had to be in my head somewhere, it had to be.
Would I draw upon it?
Everything was a mystery.
The clock just reset.
The new time began with the striking of that match.
Finally, I ignited it.

2 � GIL

A Reflection

How many times did I hear the same thing until it got to the point that I stopped listening?
Did I ever pay attention?
Eventually, I�d find out if I absorbed it all or passively let it go in one ear and out the other.
�Anna, are you listening?�
�Yes, Gil, I am.�
�So you heard what I said?�
�Yes, Gil, I did.�
�Tell me.�
Pause.
Sometimes, I could fake it. But Gil called me out.
Gil.
One would think by the way he dictated my life that we were still married. Gil Jenner was not an ex-husband I hated. He was simply a former spouse from a marriage that didn�t make the cut. No hard feelings, we just didn�t click.
I met Gil when I was a starry eyed teenager. He was my brother�s friend that was joining the service between his junior and senior year of high school. I remember thinking this was his summer vacation and he was giving it up to go to boot camp. Well, that was dumb. I told him that too. He had this ideal that everything he did in his life, he wanted to do for the greater good. Kind of a tall order for a teenager. Then again, I was only fifteen years old so I didn�t �get it�. Eventually we married. We married young, had a child young and divorced young.
Gil was in law school at the time and still in the service.
Everyone told me I was nuts giving up on a man who would one day be a lawyer. But I looked at it as giving him a better chance in life. He was struggling, I cut him a break on support and was quite content supporting our son Jackson off of what I made waiting tables.

I knew Gil would succeed, he always did.
When he set his mind to do something, he achieved it.
Except us. I don�t think anyone tried harder than Gil to make a marriage work. Hand raised, I take full blame. I didn�t want to make it work. I just� didn�t feel it. Maybe it was the fact that I gave up too soon.
I was guilty of really having no aspiration. I just wanted to live life, be happy, make enough money to pay the bills and raise Jackson.
Gil went on to be a Jag Officer, then he hit the lottery. I mean, he actually hit the lottery. He gave me enough money to stop working, which I didn�t. Then he followed his dream. He went from local Congressman, to State Senator on a unstoppable locomotive. I firmly believe that had the world not hit the wall, Gil would have been elected President of the United States come November.
He was ahead in the polls, the most likable and honest man and through every campaign stop he smiled. Despite the fact that he knew. He knew it was coming.
Gil was always ready.
When we lived in Montana he was always prepping me for the eruption of Yellowstone.
Did you get this? Did you get that?
Giving me a list and when I asked why, he would say in a very offhanded way, �Oh, yeah, well, just in case the Caldera blows.�
Same thing with California. He was waiting for it to fall into the ocean.
International news brought back the good old days of preparing for nuclear war.
�Quick, Anna, tell me, how many roentgens of radiation can the body absorb before becoming ill?�
�Um��
�Quick.�
�I don�t know. A thousand?�
�A thousand? A thousand? Really. You like your hair? Because the amount of knowledge you have absorbed is going to pale into comparison to the amount of radiation you will absorb. Gees.�
�Oh my God, Gil. Who cares?� I�d reply with a laugh.
The busier he got, the worst he got with text messages.
At least those I could ignore.
After we broke up, I thought it would stop. It didn�t. At first I thought he did so out of habit, then that it was because of our son. But even Jackson grew older it still didn�t stop.
The excuse of �I can�t afford to buy extra batteries this week�, didn�t wash. Gil paid for it.
He was an excessive �be prepared� person. Not a radical prepper, the needs were always in conjunction with the threat.
He�d give me the list and I went out and got it..I never really asked the reason for it. He would spew forth tips; I would nod my head or simply text �K�.
But he always, always told me why I was doing something.
Not this time.
This time was different.
Gil never said �why�� that alone should have triggered more worry in me than it did.

3 � SHIPPING

June 27 � Five Weeks Before Event

Seriously? Why do I answer the phone? I thought, as I jotted down the address. �Gil, I think the UPS guy thinks I have a crush on him. I�ve been there an awful lot.�
�Maybe you should go out on a date. No wait, don�t. Don�t start any relationships.� He said.
�Oh, this must be a big one.�
�Anna��
�Nuclear war? No wait. It has to be��
�Anna, enough, please! I can�t tell you anything. This is a �just in case�.�
�Gil, you had me laundering cardboard like it�s drug money. Seriously. I shipped cardboard to someone in Wisconsin. The aluminum foil I shipped to Florida.�
�I can�t have the items traced back to me.�
�Laundering. Odd things too.�
�Just�� I could tell by the tone of his voice he was getting frustrated with my lack of seriousness. �Keep doing this please. It will all make sense. Or hopefully, it won�t. But if the need arises it will all come together like a puzzle.�
�Okay, I�ll trust you. Does your wife do mystery shopping too?�
�No, my� ex wife, is on a different agenda and she doesn�t have my son.�
Man, you just collect them, don�t you?�
�Anna.� He laughed.
Standing in the small kitchen, I leaned on the counter that separated the kitchen from the living room and looked at Jackson who sat on the couch wearing headphones. He lounged with his back propped against the arm of the sofa, his computer tablet resting against his bent knees as well as a small musical keyboard.
�All right,� I said. �Cardboard shipped. Mayner bags and foil went out��
�We need more foil.�
�Good lord, ok, I�ll get more foil. Gil, honestly, none of this is typical. Early on it was but this stuff� I�m starting to get curious.�
�Six months later and now you�re curious?� Gil asked. �Does the debit card still have funds on it?�
�I don�t know.�
�Well, check please so I can reload it.�
�I�ll check. Can you tell me what all this is for?�
Gil hesitated. �It�s big and I can�t.�
A decade earlier, the words �it�s big and I can�t� wouldn�t have made a difference, but seeing how big, politically Gil had become, they made me nervous. Then he said, �But you can say I am aiding in build a spaceship.�
�I thought so with all that foil.�
�Mom,� Jackson called out.
I looked up to see him peeking out the curtains.
�Paparazzi is out there. I think.�
I exhaled. �I have to go, the paparazzi is out there. Are they the reason I don�t have any of this stuff here?�
�What? No.� Gil laughed. �It�s simply because� I just don�t know where you�re going yet.�
�What?�
�Go deal with the paparazzi. And the foil.�
�Foil. And� Gil, on a serious note.� I changed the sound of my voice. �I�m really proud of you. You make us proud.� He merely responded with a humble sounding �thank you�, then I said my goodbye.
I hung up and mumbled. �More foil. I bet he is making a spaceship.� I ripped the sheet of paper from the tablet, folded it and placed it in my pocket as I walked around to the living room. �Daddy�s making a spaceship.�
Jackson lowered his headset. �I�m sorry, what was that mom?�
�Nothing.� I looked down at Jackson. He reminded me so much of Gil when he was that age. Before he hit that �I�m gonna work out to look big and strong� phase. Both Gil and Jackson were tall, with defined rugged features and sandy brown hair. Jackson had the musician looks about him, with his waif-like build and pants that didn�t always fit. Gil on the other hand was a toned down Incredible Hulk after he stopped working out and drank a six pack a day.
However, the rigorous campaign trail did help in giving Gil back that fit and lean look.
�How�s the composition going?� I asked.
Jackson shrugged. �Not much on Animated Kid film music. So I�m not sure if it will work.�
�When you were a kid and we�d go see those movies, I loved the sound tracks to them. They don�t need to be childish, just good. I�m glad you decided to do the summer program. I know it�s a lot of work, and this is summer vacation��
�It�s what I want to do with my life. So it�s not work.�
I smiled. Eighteen, in between his junior and senior year of high school and chasing his future. He didn�t get that from me.
I mussed his hair then leaned over and parted the drapes to look out the window. There were two cars parked across the street. Yes, that was the extent of our big reporter bombardment. �You sure that�s the paparazzi and not Mrs. Deil having another Tupperware party?�
�Paparazzi.�
�Swell.� I exhaled. �I�ll brave them. I know what to do.�
�You have to go out?�
�Yep.�
�Another list from Dad?�
�Yep.� I sought out my purse.
�Did he say what we�re bracing for now? I know two years ago it was the flu outbreak from Mexico.� Jackson said.
�Nope, he won�t say. He did say he was building a spaceship.�
�Makes sense with all that foil. Either that or it�s in prep for a HEMP.�
�Hemp?� I asked. �You mean like drugs?�
Jackson laughed. �Oh my God, you really don�t pay attention to dad at all. Go to the store.�
�I�m going.� Just before I opened the door, I stopped, snapped my fingers, blustered out an �almost forgot�, raced to the kitchen and grabbed a box of snack cakes. �Now I am armed and ready.� I said and left my home for another odd shopping trip.

4 � HINTS

Little Bonnie Snack Cakes were a family favorite when the household income didn�t allow for the luxury of the more expensive cream filled snacks. They also were awesome when trying to deal with paparazzi. Most of them that we dealt with were young journalists and photographers trying to grab a story to make ends meet. They were on a pay by story basis, so treats were few and far between.
A bottle of bourbon worked if they were insistent, but I always tried the snack cakes first.
Our street wasn�t very wide so they were easily spotted. It was a small dead end street with small modest homes and short driveways. I liked it.
Jackson and I previously lived in California at Gil�s request. I didn�t have a problem with it because I didn�t have a career, only a job. No, wait, my career was raising Jackson.
Four years earlier, not long after my brother was killed in the line of duty, my father fell ill. There was no one to look after him or help him. Not that my father was old, he wasn�t, but the illness was serious.
Jackson and I packed up and moved in with my father in Midland, Texas. Gil understood the distance thing and another selling point was the really good performing arts school there.
Even though my father passed away six months after we arrived, Jackson and I stayed.
I worked at a restaurant called The Slice, part time as a waitress until Gil won the Iowa Caucus and then I couldn�t. Suddenly the Senator from California was under scrutiny. Everyone wanted dirt on him, after all, he couldn�t be that nice of a guy�. he was a politician.
For some reason, the press seemed to think Gwen was his only wife. Of course she was the only wife they ever saw throughout his political venture. She was a picture perfect wife for any politician. Her father was the Vice President to the two term president. He opted not to run, and Gil was perfect.
It was funny when I was discovered.
Jackson was never in the spotlight. Gil never wanted his child in the spotlight. I was quickly pegged as the mother of his �love child�. His dirty hidden secret, tucked away and living in squalor and poverty in Midland, Texas.
I resented that. My single story, two bedroom home was fine, and more than that it was my father�s house. Second, we weren�t hidden. No one really paid attention to us in California. If they had, they would have known I was married to him first.
When the paparazzi showed up we knew a new scandal was forthcoming.
Gil had nothing to hide.
�Hey, guys.� Since there was no rushing to a hidden car and peeling from the driveway, I walked up to the two men with cameras. �Thought you might be hungry.�
They were new. I had never seen them before. And they looked shocked when I approached them and tossed them the box.
�I�m headed to the store. Let me know if you need anything.� I walked back to my car.
�Can I ask a question?� The one shouted out.
I stopped. �Sure.� I turned. �Shoot.�
He took a picture.
I cringed.
�Is it true, that Senator Jenner is trying to rekindle a relationship with you?�
�Gosh, don�t get my hopes up,� I joked. �All kidding aside. That�s absurd. Why would he do that? He and Gwen just divorced two months ago.�
The younger of the two men shrugged. �I mean, it�s hard for a non family man to get into the White House.�
�He is a family man. Just not a married one. This isn�t news guys. Really, it�s boring.�
�People want the human side.�
�Just ask Gil.� I began to return to my car.
�There are reports he is calling you up to three times a day, every day.�
�We have a child.�
The other reporter called out, �His former wife said��
That actually made me stop. �I am his former wife. If you are speaking about Gwen, that�s an ex wife and if you look around and wait, I�m sure you�ll find a future wife. But�it�s not me.� I grabbed the car door handle.
�Is it because the Senator is a womanizer?�
�No, it�s because he�s a great guy who deserves someone in his life.� Without further hesitation, I got in my car. They weren�t chasing me, in fact, they immediately started to converse. Maybe they agreed I wasn�t the story.
The reporters really weren�t that big of a deal. The worst they had behaved was when Gwen�s affair was discovered and they wanted to know what I thought. How ridiculous. Gil didn�t pull a Hillary Clinton. He left her, campaign trail or not. White House aspirations be damned. He left her.
Best move he ever made.
People loved him.
I still loved him. Not like the reporters believed. But I did. If I didn�t, I wouldn�t be playing his crazy game of scavenger hunt shopping.
The current list of items would take me several hours of shopping because I just couldn�t go to one store and buy thirty rolls of foil. So I went to different stores in different towns. I was positive people thought I was a nut job.
Foil, toilet paper, zip lock bags. Good thing the reporters didn�t know what I bought or else they�d be thinking I was a hemp dealer supplying poor people that made their own pipes.
One time I lied at the store and said I was buying alcohol for my niece�s wedding because I had to order twenty gallons of vodka.
Oddly enough, a special delivery man picked up those boxes.
I had purchased so much stuff over the previous six months, that I lost track. It was almost like my job.
Often I wondered why Gil just didn�t have someone order directly from the distributor. But I guess it would have been odd. Thirty rolls of aluminum foil a week over the course of six months would hardly be noticed, but some private citizen ordering seven hundred might send up a flag. Why, I didn�t know.
My last stop of the day was Glicks Grocery. Six rolls of foil, two canisters of salt, and four bags of bleach tablets.
Macy was working the register. She was always pleasant enough but was that nosy cashier who tried to guess what you were making for dinner by what was purchased.
I knew she was going to say it.
She did.
�More foil?� She shook her head with a smile. �Never seen anyone buy so much foil. If you aren�t careful people are gonna think you�re doing some sort of drug ring.�
Damn Gil, I thought. We eluded the press long enough on my weird purchases. If they got hold of it, then what?
Quickly and figuring if I didn�t know better why would she, I covered. �Actually, to be honest, a friend of mine is a scientist and he�s using it for some sort of space thing.�
Her hand paused over bagging the item. I thought she was going to call me out on my tale. Instead she said. �For real?�
�Yep.�
She leaned over to me after looking around. �Is he one of them guys?�
I lowered my voice. �What guys?�
�The smart ones that they are asking for help.� She pointed.
I didn�t look to where she pointed. Not knowing what she was talking about and not wanting to find out more, I simply said, �Yes.�
�I knew it. Someone was going to do it.� Then Macy started speaking quickly as she scanned each item and bagging them after. �Is he making one of them space kites to try to fly it off course? You know land it there and let the solar winds take it? I saw it in a movie once, and thought it was brilliant, but who am I? I�m not a scientist, your friend is.�
�True.�
�For a while, I was searching the net and I couldn�t find anything legitimate about it. You telling me this is the first legitimate verification I heard of. But then again, if it was made legitimate, things would be crazy.�
�That�s true.�
�Not like it�s a secret, people know. I guess if the government claims they leaked it through one source or another it can�t be said they are covering it up.�
At that point I gave up. �What do you mean?� I asked.
Again, she pointed, only this time I took note. She was pointing to the rack of tabloid magazines, then asked. �Do you have your Customer Appreciation card?� in a complete change of subject.
My eyes were immediately drawn to the headline on the black and white always over the top and sensationalized tabloid called �World Inquisitor�. For some reason it didn�t make me laugh or scoff. It sent a scary feeling through me and I didn�t know why. I grabbed the magazine and handed it to Macy.
�This is a good one,� she rang it up and placed it in the bag. �Seventy-three, twenty-two.�
I handed her the card.

5 � BLISSFUL IGNORANCE

I sat in my car parked just outside of Glicks reading that tabloid as if it were the Holy Gospel. Instead of laughing at the ridiculous possibility of it being the truth, it burrowed deep in my mind. What was causing my actual belief? Nothing about it should have. I mean, bigger than the �killer comet� story was the headline piece about the President secretly hiding his alien child. It was the most outlandish tabloid out there and yet, there I was reading it.
The worst of the worst, the one people buy to laugh at.
The article talked about Dempsey�s Comet, or D114 as NASA called it, was a comet twelve miles wide. It was twice the size of the one that wiped out the dinosaurs. It told how for decades they knew it was coming and the governments of the world decided, since there was nothing that could be done, they were hiding it.
Claude Fleishman, German astronomer was getting the word out. The comet was going to hit first week of September and it would strike Alaska. The picture of him did look like something from 1950�s and sitting there flipping through the tabloid, I realized how insanly I was acting at that moment.
Surely something that toted �Bigfoot made me his love slave� wouldn�t be the sole reliable source of a doomsday event.
What made me react so intensely?
It was then I realized it was because Gil was being so secretive about why I was shopping and what I was preparing for. His lack of quick quizzes made me think it was something we covered before or something there was no preparing for.
Why wouldn�t he tell me?
It didn�t bother me before. In fact, I never took him seriously and believed him to be overly cautious. This time though was so different, why hadn�t I noticed?
I had to be overreacting and I had to put my trust in Gil. He would tell me, eventually. Maybe the notion of what he was preparing for was so outlandish he was embarrassed to tell me about it.
I told myself to only do the crossword puzzle and word search in that tabloid and no more. It wasn�t worth my time and energy. Yes, there was something Gil was worried about that was brewing on the horizon, but it certainly wasn�t the news bomb dropped by the tabloids.
I set the magazine on the passenger seat. I had bigger things on my mind. Like getting the items home and put away in the garage. I had all weekend and I would ship them out Monday. There was a pizza out there with my name on it and Friday Night Fights was on pay per view.
As I started the car and reached for the gear shift, my phone rang.
It was Gil.
�I thought you had a speech,� I answered.
�Are you still out shopping?�
�Unfortunately, what do you need?� I asked. �More foil?�
�No, no, we have enough foil. I need you to go to three different hardware stores and get three, five gallon gas cans at each of them.�
�Okay,� I said the word. �And those are gonna be odd to ship.�
�You aren�t shipping them. In time you�ll be filling them and using them. But don�t fill them yet.�
�I wouldn�t dare,� I said with some sarcasm. �Gil, listen. I am grateful for all that you are doing and you�re preparing me for something, I��
�Anna, I have to go.�
�Listen, Gil, I need to know��
�I really have to go, Anna.�
Click.
�And he hangs up.� Shaking my head, I tossed the phone to the seat. �Go get gas cans, fill them later, to go God knows where. But, apparently I�m driving there.� I said to myself, put the car in reverse and instead of getting that pizza, I went back out shopping.

6 � KNOWLEDGE

Five gallon gas cans were bulky enough, but fitting nine of them into a mid size car was next to impossible. Let alone one already containing an obscene amount of aluminum foil.
I couldn�t see out my back window and was glad the reporters were gone when I arrived back home. Surely they would see the gas cans and come to the conclusion I was some sort of pyromaniac.
To be on the safe side, I parked the car in the garage figuring I�d get Jackson to unload it later.
�Finally,� Jackson said, when I walked in. �You were gone forever.�
�Blame your father. He sent me out again.�
�Man, Dad is really amping things up. Pizza is on the counter. Still hot, it just got here.�
�Thanks.� I walked to the kitchen. �And the stuff Dad has me getting isn�t the normal stuff like batteries, water and so forth. It�s odd stuff.�
�Except for the dehydrating.� Jackson said. �He always asks you to do that.�
�Yeah, well, the dehydrating is me. I figured I�d get a jump on it before he asked.� I opened the box and grabbed a slice of pizza. �I need a drink.� I went to the refrigerator and grabbed a beer. �Hey, Jack, why would you father need marijuana?�
Jackson laughed loudly, almost sounding as if he choked. �What?�
I took a sip of my beer. �Weed, marijuana, you know. You mentioned hemp when I said about the foil.�
�Mom, it�s not weed. You�re buying foil for survival. The first thing that came to my mind was HEMP.�
�The drug.�
�Not, hemp. H, E, M, P. It stands for High Altitude Electromagnetic Pulse. An EMP. You know, knocks out all power. Kills all electronics. A HEMP is bigger. It can knock out a country. Aluminum foil, theoretically can protect electronics. Knowing that Dad is always thinking of what next big thing can hit, I just logically went with that.�
�Why didn�t I?�
�Mom, you thought I meant a drug when I said HEMP.�
Immediately, pizza and beer in hand, I raced from the kitchen.
�Where you going? The fights are coming on.�
�I�ll watch the replay. I have research to do.� I went to my room which was right down the hall, set my dinner on the nightstand and grabbed my laptop.
I opened the internet browser. Jackson hit it on the head. It had to be an EMP, but if so, why was I shipping the foil out? Why was I getting gas cans for my car?
I started to research HEMP and the use of aluminum foil. Sure enough, Jackson was correct. It theoretically was a safeguard. Part of a safe guard, there were other steps. But from the amount of foil I had purchased, there were a lot of electronics Gil planned on covering.
I did about an hour of research on what would cause them and how they occurred. Typically they would come from a high altitude burst of a nuclear weapon. The sun could even be responsible, but on a huge scale? I started to go to the next step of my research, knowing if I stayed on line much longer, my EMP would take me to the sun, which would in turn take me to videos and I�d end up watching something completely off the spectrum of my original research.
But that didn�t happen. The sun led my curiosity to that supermarket tabloid and for the hell of it, I looked up Dempsey�s Comet.
Sure enough it came up. But like Macy had said not a single story was from a reliable source.
Doomsday comet set to hit earth.
NASA and other countries secretly prepare.
Russia and United States fail to deflect the comet from its course�
It was that story, the one about an attempt to change the trajectory of the comet that caught my attention.
That story on a site called Prepper something or other stated that six months earlier the top secret attempt failed. Six months.
It had been six months since Gil started me shopping. With each passing month, the items grew stranger and orders grew larger.
The initiative in the United States was led by the Vice President. And a �source� close to the Vice President stated that the VP was already making survival plans for his own family.
His family included Gil�s ex-wife.
While all of it was wild tales spread on the internet by typical conspiracy sites, it made sense to me that Gil would know since he was married to Gwen at the time of the failed attempt.
The laundering of survival supplies was his way of assuring it didn�t go back to him because he was probably sworn to secrecy.
My mind raced. I was as bad as the conspiracy sites. Again, I pondered my state of sanity. Was I really making conclusions based on a supermarket tabloid, the word of a nosy clerk and the sensationalism of internet blogging?
Stop.
I was buying foil. That was a fact. The EMP theory was a good solid guess. I went back to that and while I was at it, I added the word �comet�.
Sure enough, one of the effects of a comet impact was an immediate EMP ripple effect that would circle the globe.
I guzzled my beer. For the first time, it dawned on me that whatever Gil planned for had to be huge. It was much bigger than a earthquake bug out bag.
Beep.
The alert from my phone caused me to jump and I looked to see a text message from Gil.
�Why is there a story on MNN that you claim I am the love of your life?� he wrote.
Thinking, �what�? I replied, �Maybe if you didn�t call me eighteen million times a day�. And then I went directly to the MNN website.
I groaned when I saw the story.
Jenner�s Wife Claims She Still Loves Him. Can they rekindle the romance just in time for the White House?�
�Seriously?� I said out loud. �And look at some of these comments.� I couldn�t believe what people wrote. That I was looking for a meal ticket and that I only wanted him back because of the power. I wanted to comment as well. But I didn�t.
I simply sent another message to Gil. �That reporter took what I said out of context�
Beep.
�Stop talking to the press. And I need to make sure it is clear the only connection we have is our son. Period. We have no lost love. I cannot have you connected to me.�
I felt a little insulted. �Sorry if I kill your image.�
�Don�t be ridiculous. You know why.�
I spoke to my phone as if he could hear me, �Really, Gil? I know why? No, I don�t. Tell me why.�
And then I typed. �Is there a killer comet headed to earth?�
I waited for the beep. I waited for another �don�t be ridiculous� message. Instead I got nothing. No reply. Just silence.
Gil didn�t respond to my later texts and any attempt I made to call him went directly to voice mail.
I was left alone with my beer, laptop and raging imagination. The combination wasn�t a good one.

7 � THE MESSENGER

June 28

I barely slept. It was worse than when I was waiting for the season finale of one of my shows, dreading the death of a favorite character. Saying I was neurotic was an understatement.
Maybe it was because Gil didn�t give me any helpful survival tips or quizzes. He only gave me a shopping list.
But this felt right. For the first time I had a sense of urgency and doom about something. Then again, it could have been from the lack of sleep. I spent the night learning ways to survive a comet impact.
In reality, there was no way to survive a twelve mile comet slamming into earth. One could try, but post impact would be nearly impossible. I had no way of knowing how to prepare, what to buy and even if I did stock up, I could very well be sitting at ground zero. In that case, I was dust.
Nowhere in my research did I find that aluminum and cardboard were essential to building a comet proof shelter.
In an odd occurrence, I heard only once from Gil. A text message.
�Shopping is done. Distance must be drawn. Do not text or call. Delete please.�
Was he kidding me? There was something about that text that made me angry and scared. Never had Gil been so mysterious and never had Gil cut off contact.
It was as if he left me hanging. Like I uncovered the secret and because I knew, I was out.
My neurotic thoughts were fueled.
I found myself turning on the news to see if they showed him, to look at his face and see if there were any signs of concern.
Nothing.
Gil had on his candidate smile.
By evening, I drew the line. I decided I was going to go see a movie. I invited Jackson, who declined because he had to finish his project and really wasn�t in the mood to watch the type of movies I liked.
That was fine, I�d go alone. I was used to it. I definitely would pick a movie no young people went to. There was nothing worse than that feeling of teenagers staring at you, the odd older chick who pathetically was alone in a movie theater on Saturday night.
I finished the dishes, slapped on a light dose of makeup and had just changed my clothes when Jackson knocked on my bedroom door.
�Come in.� I called out.
Jackson opened the door. �Nice try, Mom. But you have to venture out on your own some time.�
�What are you talking about?�
�Tony is here.�
�Who?�
�Ha, ha. Tony.� Jackson pointed back. �Your date, the one you tried to get me to tag along on. He�s in the living room waiting.�
�I don�t have a date. Oh my God.� Immediately, I yanked Jackson into the room and locked the door. �Oh my God. Your dad is a presidential candidate. It�s an assassin!�
�Mom.� Jackson laughed. �He doesn�t look like a killer.�
�Would you let him in if he did?� I moved left to right in a panic and then raced to my closet. �He�s here to kill us. Call 911!�
�Mom��
�Never mind, just be ready.� I reached up and grabbed my gun case from the top of my closet. I fiddled with the lock on the case.
�What are you doing?�
�Being brave.� The gun case popped open.
�So he really isn�t your date?�
�No.� I squealed out.
Jackson moved to the door and I stopped him.
�I got this.�
�What if he�s just a reporter pretending to be your date?�
�Then he won�t come back. Stay here.� I opened up the bedroom door. My hands shook. I should have called the police. I could have been walking into an ambush.
Turning the corner into the living room from the bedroom hallway, the man rose from the sofa.
Of average height and build, my living room bandit, a man in his forties, actually looked like he was dressed for a date. A nice shirt and newer jeans. His dark hair was styled and he wasn�t bad looking. But despite his pleasant appearance, it was something I couldn�t trust. Before he could speak, I extended the hand gun.
�Who are you and why are you in my house?�
He lifted his hands to chest level. �I�m your date.�
�Bullshit, I haven�t had a date in six years.�
�Well, to be honest, if you greet all dates like this, that would explain the extremely long lag in your social life.�
�Funny.� I stepped close to him. �Why are you here?�
�We have a date.� He repeated. �And I�m not here to assassinate you and your son.� He winked. �Your house isn�t that big. Sound travels.� He moved to me. �And really, honestly, if I can give you some advice. If you do have a home intruder and you�re serious about protecting yourself. You may want to turn the safety off and�� He reached out and took the gun from my hand. �For God�s sake, if you�re gonna come out playing Clint Eastwood, at least load a magazine. You can�t shoot anyone with an empty gun.� He placed it on the table.
�Well, that went well.� I turned my head slightly. �Jackson, call the police!� I yelled.
�I�m right here,� Jackson said from behind me.
�I told you to stay put.�
�Mom, I was worried. You didn�t load the gun.�
�See,� the man said. �Even your kid knew.� He raised his hands. �Son, she�s fine. You don�t need to call the police.� He moved his hands slowly as he spoke. �I�m not reaching for a weapon, only my phone. Okay? Just my phone.�
I nodded.
He reached to his back pocket and pulled out his phone. After fiddling for a second he showed it to me. �Recognize that number?�
I looked closely. �That�s Gil�s number.�
�Read the message,� he said.
I did.
�What�s it say, Mom?� Jackson asked.
�It�s says, �Anna, I sent him�.�
�We good?� he asked. �Good. Ok.� He put away his phone. �Right now you have a reporter camping out across the street and two federal agents down the road. If we want this to look legit we really should go.�
�I still don�t know who you are,� I said. �Gil sent you. I got that. Why?�
�My name is Anthony Garrison. Call me Tony. The average time in a house to pick up a single mother for a date is�� he looked at his watch. �Six minutes. We�re at that mark. We need to go. Plus, we have a reservation.�
�For what?�
�Our date,� he repeated almost annoyed.
�Gil sent you? He�s finding me dates now? Well, I�m sorry. I had plans.�
�Mom,� Jackson snickered my name. �You were going to the movies alone.�
�You were going to the movies alone?� Tony asked.
�Yes,� I answered defensively.
�Alone. On a Saturday night. You know how that looks.�
�Yes, I know how that looks, asshole.�
�And you find that a better option than going out to dinner?�
�I don�t know you.� I said.
�Gil sent me. And this is a little more than a date, ok?�
I looked at him.
�Okay?�
I stared at him. �This isn�t like a prostitution thing, is it?�
Jackson groaned.
Tony tossed up his hands. �Oh for the love of God.�
�Fine, I�ll get my purse.� I walked over to the kitchen counter and grabbed my purse. �This is insane.� I kissed my son on the cheek. �I�ll text you. If you don�t hear from me��
�I know. I know. Call the police.� Jackson said.
Tony opened the door for me. �Try to walk out looking like you want to go out.�
�Fine.� I peered back at Jackson. �I�m killing your father.�
Once I stepped outside to my small porch, I saw the car across the road and my eyes moved to spot the one down the street.
If that was a federal agent, why were they watching my house?
An eerie feeling crept into my gut. Tony placed his hand on my back and whispered �look happy� and walked me to his black SUV.
The whole thing didn�t make sense and yet, I went along with it.
I had to truly be insane.
<><><><>
I was full of questions when I got in the car, but Tony seemed focus on the fact that not only did the reporter follow us, but so did the federal agent.
�You have a lot to ask, I know.� Tony said. �We�re going to Wilson�s and that�s only a few minutes away. You can ask me anything there. I promise.�
�Why can�t we start talking now?�
�Because I have this thing about talking face to face.�
�I don�t understand why Gil went to such elaborate measures to make the press think we aren�t getting back together.�
�It�s a little more than that,� Tony said. �Actually, a lot more than that.�
�Am I in trouble or danger? I mean, why is a federal agent following us? That�s never happened.�
�It�s to ensure that Senator Jenner is not passing information to you.� Tony answered. �If they think there�s some sort of relationship rekindling then they can put two and two together. The shopping list, etc. We can�t have them trace the items.�
�You know about the shopping.�
�I know about it all.�
�Then you know what�s going on?�
�I do,� Tony said.
�How?�
�I�ll tell you after we get inside the restaurant.�
�Can you at least tell me why? Why Gil sent you?�
�Because of national security, he cannot let things slip. It�s vital. I am more than just a date to throw off the relationship rumors, I�m your contact with Gil. I am your source of information.�
�Do you know why he cut off contact? Was it because of the me talking to the reporter?�
�Somewhat, more so a flag,� Tony said. �See, certain individuals are watched. Because every single communication can only be scanned, key words or flag words are placed in the monitoring system. For example, if you have a suspected terrorist, if the word �bomb� is said or texted, it flags the communication. Senator Jenner is watched. You said a flag word. Because of that, all communication with him must be ceased and diverted.�
I was so engaged in the conversation I hadn�t noticed that we pulled up to the restaurant. �I said a flag word?�
�More so you sent a text with a flag word.�
�What was it?�
Tony shut off the car and looked at me. �Comet.�

8 � INFORMATION APPETIZER

Wilson�s was the place to go if you wanted to spend a ton on a meal. I couldn�t say whether the food was good or not, because before my �date� I had never stepped foot in the place. It wasn�t my thing.
�Why here?� I asked Tony after leaving the SUV with the valet.
�Because you can�t just walk in here and grab a table. You need a reservation. So the federal agents on our tail can�t follow us in here. They can,� Tony thanked the doorman as we passed through the entrance. �But anyone who knows this place, knows you need a reservation.�
�So you�re from around here?�
�No. Do I sound like I�m from Texas? No. Illinois.�
Silently, I questioned Illinois as we were led to the table. I almost fell out of my chair when I saw the prices on the wine menu and they were for a simple glass not a bottle. I decided right there that I was going to order the most expensive items all the way around. If I was going to be dragged out on a date, then they were going to pay heavily for it.
The waiter brought out the three shots of bourbon in separate glasses as Tony had requested. He held up a hand to the waiter to get him to stay put, then Tony downed the first one. He handed it to the waiter and then downed the next. �I�m good now, thanks.� He told the waiter, flashing a smile.
�You aren�t downing that one?� I asked.
�No, I�ll sip it.�
�Are you an alcoholic? I never saw anyone drink like that.�
�It�s two shots and you�re not an easy person to handle.�
�I resent that. I�m very easy going.�
�So why haven�t you had a date in six years? You�re a fairly attractive woman, it should not have been a problem.�
My jaw dropped in offense. �I find relationships intrusive. Besides, I had a child to raise.�
�He�s almost a man.�
�He�s still my child.�
�You�re right. They�re always your child. No matter how old.� Tony brought his drink to his lips, took a sip and cleared his throat. The waiter came and took our order, then Tony leaned forward. �So how do you want to do this? Do you just want to ask questions or have me go first? You know what, never mind. I�ll go first. That way if you need to ask me if you�re my prostitute or any other extremely uncomfortable questions, you can just interrupt. Okay?�
�Yes.� I pulled out my phone.
�What are you doing? Texting?�
�No, taking notes.�
His hand reached for my phone. �You can�t take notes.�
�I need to take notes. I may forget something I want to ask you.�
�Just� interrupt when a question pops in your mind.�
�Fine.� I set down the phone and pushed it aside. �Go.�
�As you know, my name is Tony Garrison. I own and operate GSS. Global Security Solutions��
�How long have you known Gil?�
�Six years. Anyhow. GSS is a private company that employs former special ops and military men to go into situations that the military wants to publicly avoid.�
�Are you friends?�
�Excuse me?�
�You and Gil. Are you friends?�
�We don�t hang out and have beers, but we have met face to face one time so I�d say��
�No.� I interrupted. You�ve known him for six years but aren�t friends. Probably why he set up this date.�
�Anna.� He firmly stated my name. �Why are you interrupting so much?�
�You said to interrupt if I have a question.�
�I haven�t even started yet. Are you sure you don�t want to go first?�
�No. Go on. It would be easier if I could take notes.�
�Then take notes.�
�Thank you.� I lifted my phone.
�Anyhow,� Tony exhaled. �Six years ago, Senator Jenner contacted me and we initiated a plan called GSS Protocol I. That was our name for it, because we were able to mask what we were doing under the guise of the rules of the Geneva Convention Protocol I. Understand?�
I nodded and shook my head. �No.�
�Basically it protects victims of international conflicts.�
�What does that have to do with me?� I asked.
�Nothing. It was a code name. If we came up with something original it would be flagged and people would wonder what we were talking about. This way they just believed I was running a security detail. Following me?�
�I am now.�
�Shortly after our first contact, Senator Jenner began to experience deep religious convictions and selflessly started donating his lottery winnings to the Church of Higher Worth, a nonprofit organization located out of Nevada.�
Admittedly, I was dumbfounded and I held up my hand.
�You have a question?�
�No. Stop. I�m no longer following you. Security protocol? Church? Please. While I know you are probably a very detailed orientated man��
�I am.�
�Then can you please stop and cut to the chase,� I said. �You said I used a flag word.�
�You did.�
�Meaning, Gil was held to high secrecy and I used a word that may or may not lead whoever is holding him to secrecy, to believe he opened his mouth.�
�Yes. If they think he opened his mouth, then they could look into what he has done. He can�t have that. Under anti-hoarder laws, not normally enforced, he could have to surrender everything he has been building, especially in the last six months.�
�Why couldn�t you just say that? Why couldn�t you just say he�s afraid his cover is gonna be blown and he sent you to tell me everything and pretend to be my date to throw them off?�
He leaned back in his chair. �Because I thought you�d want to know the beginning of the story, how he contacted me and how he funded it without anyone knowing.�
�You didn�t say anything about his funding it.�
�I did. I said he donated to a church.�
�So like the aluminum foil he laundered the money through a church.�
�Yes.�
�Oh, if this gets out he�ll never be President.�
�He�ll never be President anyhow. The elections will never happen.�
�Since I know the flag word I used, then it�s true?�
Slowly, Tony nodded. �Yes.�
�The government does use tabloids as a means to slip information to the public. I saw that in a movie once.�
�What� are you talking about?� He asked and then suddenly downed his �sipping� shot.
�The World Inquisitor had the scoop.�
�Oh my God.� His hand shot to his face.
�So there isn�t a twelve mile wide comet on a collision course to earth?�
�Don�t be insane.�
I exhaled with a �whew� and sat back.
�It�s more like five point two miles.�
I grabbed my drink and guzzled it as well.
Tony signaled the waiter and ordered us both another round.

9 � MEDIUM RARE TRUTH

By the time our meal arrived we got to the meat of the conversation. No pun intended toward the steaks.
I got it. Because Gil was married to Gwen at the time, he found out about Dempsey�s Comet. A comet nearly as big as the one that reportedly wiped to the dinosaurs. Of course, the �I need to be prepared� person in Gil took over.
My big question was if Gil was supposed to be secretive, and it was known he was talking with Tony, then how was Tony not spotted as the connection? I would think they would put two and two together. Gil isn�t communicating with his wife, but his security connection is.
Simply, no one knows who Tony Garrison is.
The head of GSS isn�t Tony Garrison. Because of what he deals with Tony remains hidden behind a fake face at the company.
Our conversation went from over dinner, to the bar down the road where we had a few drinks.
�Everyone was entirely confident,� Tony said. �That the deflection project would work. When it failed, the government and Gil went into high gear. Secretively of course. That Smithsonian Remodeling project was just a ruse for them to put away artifacts.�
�Why is it a secret? Why not let the world know so they can prepare?�
�How? Unless you have money. How? We just found out when it was going to hit or at least we think so. We can�t tell for sure because for the last three years it�s been hidden. That�s why anyone with a telescope can�t spot it. But in a couple of weeks, there may be no hiding it. Imagine the world, right now, if they knew. What would it be like? Keeping it secret keeps the gas flowing to the tanks and the food flowing to the shelves. Hell, I didn�t find out what I was building until the failed attempt.�
�He didn�t tell you?�
�No.� Tony shook his head. �All I knew was I was to locate three, old cold war silos that could be fitted and redesigned for survival. According to sales records, the church found the bunkers and sold them to three different individuals. Construction is complete and has been for over a year. They are partially stocked, with the remainder of the supplies to be shipped to the final destination.�
�Three locations.�
�Yes, one north, one east, and one in Germany. We won�t know exactly where the comet will strike until it comes into measurement range. So it will come down to the wire. Once we get a location of impact, the remaining supplies will be moved to the safest location.�
�So two of the shelters will not be used?� I asked.
�They�ll be used. GSS people and their families will be able to go there. Some of the chosen construction workers. God willing, the comet hits somewhere that keeps all locations safe.�
�What about the foil?�
�It�s been shipped. Construction crews have been wrapping all electronics and prepping them for the EMP that will come with the comet. I guess, I don�t know. One man at each station has been doing it. They�re probably nuts by now. Who knows? My job is to be secure. To keep it all a secret and have it ready to go and to get you out when the time comes. I don�t know much about comets.�
�Well, I do. A lot happens, that�s for sure.�
�You�ve been studying them for a while?�
�No.� I shook my head. �About twenty-four hours.�
�Dr. Fleishmann is really the expert. You�ll have him on hand. He�ll be advising the technical side.
I gasped loudly.
�You know him?�
�He was the leak to the tabloid. Claude Fleishmann. The scientist in Germany.�
�His name is Peter and he lives in Ohio� I countered.
�It�s the same man. He�s a good one. His conscience wouldn�t let him live with the secret.�
�So he let it out via a tabloid?� I asked.
�Yes.� Tony nodded.
�So the plan is to go to the safe locations once a destination is known?�

��� Again, Tony nodded. �And hopefully, get there before the news breaks and be safe and sound when the comet hits. The final shelter is supposed to be a safe location for up to three years. By then you emerge and the world is settling.�
�Emerge to what?�
�No one knows,� Tony said. �Fleishmann can guess. Just know you�ll be safe and sound for three years.�
�In theory,� I said.
�In theory.� Tony waved to the bartender at our final destination, ordering just one more round before we left. I guess it was his way of making the date look legit. �Until the moving day, you�ll be stuck with me. I am the deterrent to keep eyes off of the connection between you and the Senator. You can blame his ex wife on that one. Odd time to be insecure on whether you are gonna show up at the shelter.�
�But I am. How will she handle that?�
�You won�t be at the same shelter,� Tony replied. �She�ll be with the presidential group.�
�That makes sense. So my work and unknowing participation is done.�
�Yes, sort of.� Tony lifted his drink. �Depending on what shelter, you may have to drive there and you may be responsible for picking up and escorting essential people to the shelter.�
�Wow, that�s a big responsibility. I would think the government would have ensured their arrival.�
Tony shook his head. �Not at your shelter.�
�How many people does this shelter hold?�
He shrugged. �If I were to guess, fifty, maybe more, but it would be tight.�
�So there will be fifty people there?�
�Ten. You, your son, seven essential people, two of which will be there as security and the foil man.�
�What about you? Gil?�
�I�ll head to the northwest shelter or east, depending on which one is the main shelter. Gil is going to the presidential shelter.�
Was it the alcohol or the information? My head spun. �This doesn�t make sense. A lot of money was spent on this.�
�You think? Thirty-two million dollars.�
�Why would the government spend that money to save only ten people?�
Tony held up his hand stopping me. �You got it all wrong. The government had nothing to do with this. This was all the Senator. His money that he laundered. That�s why it was so secret. He didn�t want the government to know. And he wasn�t doing it to save the world, Anna. Don�t you get it? All that money, all that trouble� it wasn�t to save as many lives as possible, it was to save you. You and your son. Protocol I is for you.�
His words hit me harder than any amount of alcohol I had consumed. It was more to take in. More than I wanted to take in. Everything was speculation up to the point of the date and now it was a reality.
I wished it would go back to crazy speculation on the front of a grocery store tabloid.
But it wouldn�t.
<><><><>
We literally closed the bar, leaving after the waitress and just before the bartender. It was Tony�s way to make sure that the agents were worn out. They were watching to make sure that I didn�t know anything. My shopping was done so even if they watched me around the clock, they would see no signs whatsoever of me getting prepared.
We drove back to my house, saying very little until we pulled into my driveway.
�What now?�
�Wait. That�s all. When the time comes. You go,� Tony said.�Until then. Get used to me being around. I�ll be by tomorrow to play catch with your son.�
�Are you serious? He�s eighteen.�
�I have to make it look like I�m trying to get on your good side and that we�re starting a relationship.�
�You apparently are as good as dating as I am. Playing catch with an eighteen year old seems a bit over the edge. To make it look good, you should just spend the night.�
�I�m game.�
�I�m joking.�
Tony lifted his eyes to the rear view mirror. �I�m heading out. I�ll be by tomorrow. Lean in like you�re going to kiss me. They�re watching.�
I leaned in toward him and he moved in to me. I suppose our silhouettes appeared to be locked into some sort of kiss. When in reality, Tony�s mouth was by my ear.
He whispered. ��You�re a lucky woman. In a few weeks, people would give their right arm to have what you are getting.�
�A bunker.�
�No� a future.� He pulled back. �Goodnight.�
�Goodnight.�
I stepped from the SUV, waving to Tony as I closed the door. I tried not to look back at the black car parked two doors down. Again, at my front porch I waved and hung in the doorway until Tony pulled away.
Then I went inside.
�Hey, Mom.� Jackson was in his typical working position on the couch. �How was the date?�
�Informative.� I closed the door.
�What?�
�Jackson�� I sighed out. �You and I have to talk. We have to talk big time.�
�He told you what�s going on?�
�He did.� I sat down on the chair next to the couch and prepared to tell my son everything I knew.
If it was a lot for me, I could only imagine what it would be like for him.
We were in a stalemate. A �wait and see� phase. There was nothing left for me to do but wait for the time to come. But I made a vow, until that time came, I would do everything in my power to learn all that I could. And for the first time in my life, I would take initiative and absorb all that I could.
I always believed I would just let Gil give me the information. But now that I was facing a real threat, I wanted to be the one who knew. Not for myself, but my son. I could no longer be a passive human being just riding the ups and downs of what life brought. I had to learn to be a survivor.

10 � TAKING OFF

July 30
Midland Texas

�Why are you still home?� Gil squeaked emotionally in the first call I had with him in weeks. �Why are you home? You should be on the road or there.�
�I know.�
�Then why haven�t you gone?�
�The van. The van wouldn�t start.�
�Oh my God! That was supposed to be redone. I don�t care now pre-computer car or not. You have to go. Get your ass in the car and go now.�
�I�m not going to fit three more people in my Mazda.�
�Try. Or screw it, just go. You have directions, go! A security team is there already prepping. Go. Don�t forget to wrap the radios.�
�Gil��
�I�ll be in touch, Anna. Just get there. Please. Where�s Tony?�
�I� I don�t know. He probably went north. I haven�t seen him in two days.�
�Jesus, I had this planned.�
And he did.
We should have been gone. We should have been on the road at least two days earlier, but as they say, the best laid plans of mice and men often go asunder. And ours did.
I spent the previous weeks learning all that I could. I even went to the library to avoid them tracing any of my �online� activity. Other than Fleishmann, I would say I knew a lot about comets. Quite a bit of information could be learned if you lived and breathed it for a month. Although I still couldn�t figure out the need for all the foil. The bunker was supposed to be a safe guard from any EMP. However, we weren�t taking any chances. There had never been a test done on a wide scale. Everything was theoretical and we were working with that along with a lot of faith. So everything got wrapped per instructions from Fleishmann.
I couldn�t wait to meet Fleishmann.
Jackson handled the news of the comet better than I expected. He said to me, �Well, I knew one of these times Dad would be right. I just wish it wouldn�t be about the big one.�
Tony was around a lot. He showed up every couple days like the dutiful pretend boyfriend. Life in the rest of the world went on as if nothing was happening, and to mostly everyone nothing was.
I found myself watching the news every day, hoping the comet information didn�t leak, only because I just wanted to get to the shelter, wherever that would be. If the news leaked or was confirmed by the government, things would get crazy.
Even down to two weeks before impact, we still didn�t know.
Just on the outside chance we could be stuck in Texas, I started making rations. Just like the good old days.
Then eight days before impact it looked as if I was going to fly to Germany. The comet�s projected impact was just east of Seattle on August 3.
We were all ready to go, flights were made and then� the observatory in Puerto Rico notified us that the comet was picking up speed.
It was confirmed and they were a hundred percent sure it would impact on August 1 on or near Manto Equator.
Plans were then finalized. Gas cans were filled, the route was mapped to a facility in a place called Lillyville, Pennsylvania.
If we were traveling in a straight line, it would be fifteen hundred miles. But it wasn�t a straight shot. We had to pick up Melissa Ayersman in Little Rock. She was an agricultural specialist. Craig Milton, a brilliant doctor and scientist in St. Louis, then finally Peter Fleishmann outside of Columbus.
The other specialist, an electrical engineer was supposed to go to the shelter and prepare the facility in the final hours.
Each person we picked up was to have enough gas to get us to the next location.
The trip, without problems would take twenty-six hours.
Not a problem if we left on time.
But the day we were supposed to go, the 1975 Volkswagen van, or rather as it was called a bus, wouldn�t start.
As decked out and redone as it was inside, the engine failed for some reason and I took it to the nearest shop. Parts had to be ordered.
�Another week or so,� said the Mechanic. �I�m sorry. But you�ll be on the road soon.�
Little did he know, we didn�t have another week.
The day I spoke to the mechanic was the last day I spoke to Tony. He had to hunker down. I wished he would have said goodbye because we actually had started to become friends.
My final phone call from Gil motivated me.
Jackson had finished wrapping the radio system parts all individually in foil.
I had packed all the rations that I had made along with six gallons of water. We were going to leave, van or not, and try our best to get to the bunker.
My plan was to call the three passengers en route and tell them to bring the minimum and only what was needed. It was going to be a tight squeeze.
We would get there. We had two days. As long as everything stayed sane, we would be fine.
I didn�t know how we would fit our belongings in the car along with everyone else. I took what clothes I could, along with photographs and keepsakes.
�You ready?� I asked Jackson, who placed the last of his items in a suitcase.
�We�re leaving?�
�We have to. You wrapped and protected all your musical stuff, right?�
�I did.� Jackson sighed out. �I�m scared Mom.�
�Yeah, me, too. We�re going to have to leave a lot of the gas behind. I need you to secure what we can to the roof.�
Jackson nodded and stood. �What about Dad?�
�Dad�s probably already been evacuated to wherever they are taking the President.�
�How do you know?�
�The news just reported he was taking a few days off for the flu. That tells me�� A knock at my door drew my attention. �Finish up. We leave in ten minutes.�
Jackson nodded.
I hadn�t a clue who would be there. Imagine my surprise when I opened the door and Tony stood there.
�Tony?� I questioned. �What are you doing here?�
�I�m sorry it took so long. I had to find a pre-computer van that ran.�
�You�re supposed to be up north.�
�I thought about this. I know where I�m supposed to be. And I am going against every rule set forth. But I know the best chance for long term survival and for life is at Lillyville. That�s where I need to be. That�s where I need�� He pointed back to the van that sat in my driveway. �That�s where I need her to be.�
I looked beyond Tony to the van, and standing next to it was a little girl no older than five.
�She is what is important to me. I need my daughter to go to Lillyville. I need her to live.�
It took me by surprise and took my breath away, Tony never mentioned he had a daughter. �Absolutely.� I said. �She goes. You go. There�s plenty of room.�
�Thank you. I�ll go get the gas cans. Are you ready?�
�We�re ready.� As Tony turned from me, I stopped him. �Tony. Just know I am really glad you�re going with us. I feel much better.�
Tony nodded. �I owe you for letting her go. I won�t let you down.�
�I know you won�t.�
�Get ready, we have to move.� Tony said as he headed to my garage. �News is going to break tonight. God knows what we�ll run into.�
The news was going to break? I was surprised it hadn�t already. Despite the fact that internet speculation had increased, NASA and the government adamantly denied an impact was imminent.
If it was going to be made official, I feared what we�d run into.
I only hoped we could make some distance before all hell broke loose.
And it would.

11 � THE ROAD

Interstate 20 East

The longest leg of the journey was the first one to Little Rock, Arkansas to pick up Melissa who was to be waiting at a research trailer on the grounds of Hansen Foods.
The trip under normal conditions would take a little over nine hours. We had enough gas to make it to Little Rock, with some in the cans to spare. Not much. Melissa was to have additional cans to get us to the next stop.
Tony found a good means of transportation. The van, while older, had been redone by some band. There were plenty of seats and enough open space for bags.
We left my home at ten in the morning, and should have, by all accounts, arrived in Lillyville by noon the next day. A full twenty-four hours before the comet was to strike.
Enough time to help foil man finish wrapping and get situated.
Tony�s daughter was a miniature picture of him. She was five years old with long dark hair. She seemed sweet, but I could tell she had his sarcastic attitude. I felt bad that I didn�t know he had a daughter.
�You didn�t ask,� Tony said.
�I did. I did. Remember? It was after I asked if you were married and you said if you were would we be dating? Then I asked if you had any kids and you said you wanted to play video games with Jackson. You avoided the question.�
�Maybe you should have I asked why,� Tony said.
�I didn�t want to press it. I thought maybe you had a testicle problem or something.�
He looked at me with a glance of shock and some disgust.
�Tell me again,� Jackson poked his head between the seats. �Why we can�t go straight there.�
�Joie.� Tony simply answered then indicted his daughter. �She�s here right? Why? Because I knew about Lillyville. The fear was if they knew where it was and they were responsible for going, they would bring people with them. If I, of all people, broke the rules, so would they. It�s human nature to want to protect the ones you love. So they don�t know where it is. To survive they are reliant on being where we tell them to be at the time.�
�The other guy is going there. The electrical guy.� Jackson said. �What made him special?�
�He knew where it was all along,� Tony answered. �He actually was the one that designed all of the systems for the three bunkers. Lillyville was his working space. If the preventive measures taken for EMPs fail, we blame him.�
�Not a lot of faith in him,� I mumbled. �Considering we bought stock in aluminum foil.�
�Back up to a back up. Plus, the guy lived close and had no family. He�s there. We made sure we did a background check on everyone before they started working with us. Prime candidates weren�t married or had children.�
Tony continued the conversation with Jackson. One of which was how, once we hit Ohio, we�d be able to communicate with the bunker with our radio systems. Until then, we were in the dark with them.
Jackson and Tony got along really well. On the �sleep over� nights, Tony and Jackson were up all night playing games while I studied and learned.
It was on my mind day in and day out.
Of course, weighing in was how incredibly uncomfortable I was with how fast Tony drove. His child was in the car, and even though we were making great time, all it would take was to get pulled over and we�d lose that time.
Tony didn�t seem to care.
I envied Joie who slept soundly. Not thinking of anything. Me. I kept looking at the phone, at the time and waiting for some word from Gil.
It had been four hours since I sent him a text simply stating �we were on the road� and nothing came back.
The bright side of it all was no word had broken in the four hours. I wanted us to get to Little Rock before the news broke, but felt that wasn�t going to be the case. Even though, at the rate we traveled, we would get there early.
Tony would flip on the van radio; go back and forth between any stations we picked up. We didn�t need to hear what was being said, only that it was being said.
We had our course.
Then just under two hundred miles to our first destination, we called Melissa to tell her we�d be there in less than three hours. Our arrival was way ahead of schedule.
She said she was waiting and ready and then she said something else. �I thought you would be listening to the news conference. Things are different.�
After blurting out a �what?� I thanked her and immediately turned on the radio.
�What�s going on?� Tony asked.
�News conference.� My heart sank to my stomach. They were announcing it. �She said something is different.�
�What could be different? A comet is coming.�
�Local authorities are urging citizens to remain calm and focused.� The man�s voice said, who was it? It wasn�t the President. �Experts will be releasing important survival information to aid you and your family in making it through this global catastrophe.�
An eruption of voices, obviously reporters.
�Dan.�
�Why did the government wait so long to announce this news?�
�As you heard, the comet was completely hidden until it started its final approach, then we believed at first it would miss us. After that, no one could give a definitive impact time and point. They were going from one end of the spectrum to the other. We couldn�t prepare until we knew. We are now one hundred percent positive.�
�But you�ve obviously known longer than today.�
�If we released the news say last week or the week before, what could have been done? Would you be able to go to the store right now and get bread or water? Gas? No. Essential services and deliveries would have stopped. Instead of focusing on helping people, our military and police would be focusing on riots. Our experts believe families can stock and prepare enough until a central core of the government can return.�
I looked at Tony. �That�s not going to happen.�
�Tell me about it.�
�Contrary to belief and popular fiction.� The man said. �There is no way to prepare on a grand scale for continuity of life. There is no Noah�s Ark, no way to make one. �
Another eruption of voices, cameras clicking, and a voice rose above the others asking, �What about evacuation?�
�Evacuation of all coastal cities will commence immediately. Experts estimate a hundred miles inland with the exception of the impact site and a one thousand mile radius of it. We are focusing on creating, as best as we can, an orderly mass exodus of Washington and Oregan states, starting with Seattle�.�
Immediately, I looked at Tony. �Seattle. That�s wrong.�
�They got the wrong information.�
�How can they have the wrong information?� I asked. �They�re the government.�
�Guys,� Jackson said. �Maybe we got the wrong information. I mean, wasn�t the original projection Seattle on August third? That would give us more time, right?�
I was going to say something, and that was when I noticed traffic flying by us. Cars were honking their horns at us. �Tony, did you slow down?�
�No they sped up.�
�Where are they going?�
�Home.� He said. �Give me your phone.�
�Where�s yours?�
�Wrapped in a make shift Faraday in my bag.� He held out his hand.
I gave him my phone and he began to dial, eyes shifting from the phone to the road.
�Watch where you�re driving.�
�I am.� He placed the phone to his ear. �Hey, it�s me,� he said. �Why am I hearing Seattle? Talk to me.�
I watched his facial expressions. Over the past month I had gotten to know him. Tony always kept his cool but I saw his brow furrow in concern.
�How can that happen?� He growled. �Well, we�ll find out, won�t we?� He hung up and handed me the phone.
�Well?� I asked.
He shuffled in his seat, looked to the rear view mirror, I suppose at his daughter and said. �Good thing I didn�t go north. Seattle. Impact. August first. Seven AM.�
�What? What happened to Manto, Impact, August first 2 PM our time? That�s a hell of a mistake, a half a world away.�
Tony repeated, �NASA says Seattle. Impact. Seven AM.�
I sat back with a feeling of defeat. �We should have been in Germany.�
�Well, we�re not. If it helps, Puerto Rico is still saying Manto. But then, this isn�t the super bowl and bad predictions in this instance cost lives.�
�A lot more people in this country will die.�
�Yeah, well, you can look at the bright side,� Tony said. �A lot more people in the Equator will live. Look, it could have been worse. They could have said it was hitting New York and we would be at the North Bunker now. Right? Lillyville is the best place to be. Granted it is a lot closer than Germany, but its better.�
�If Puerto Rico is still predicting the Equator, what do you think? Who do you think is right?�
Tony looked at me as if I were joking.
�Mom.� Jackson spoke up. �You can�t be serious, right? A private facility or NASA? I�m gonna say if they made it public and are evacuating, NASA has it right. Puerto Rico flip flopped the entire time. My only concern is that we lost almost seven hours.�
I took a moment, got my bearings and lifted my hand. �Ok, we�re gonna be fine. We�ll still make it. We�ll still get to the shelter before impact. We stay the course, stick to the plan and move forward. What else can we do? Right Tony?�
Tony was focused, and he only partially turned to me and gave me a non verbal answer to my question.
What else could we do? He replied to that with a slam of his foot on the gas pedal.
We�d drive faster.

12 � MELISSA�S GOLD

Little Rock, Arkansas

�I have to go potty,� Joie called from the back of the van.
Her request brought a break of tension. What I was feeling was unbelievable. My body was tense, hand always extended to the dashboard as if I were holding on for dear life. Traffic went from moving fast, to bottle necking on more occasions than not.
�In a minute, sweetie,� Tony said then looked at me. �Any word from Melissa?�
�She�s ready. She has an alternate route mapped. She�s at the trailer, but she said people are rushing to the farm to steal food.�
�Are you kidding?� Tony said in disbelief. �It�s only been two hours.�
�Think about it, Tony. If you didn�t know about it, heard it on the news, what would you be doing?�
Tony nodded. �Rushing to the store or to any place I could get food.�
�Exactly.� I said. �People are doing what they need to do to survive.� I exhaled. �I just hope they take the time to learn. Knowledge is key.�
�Yeah, but is it key to surviving when you�re not a hundred feet below the surface?�
�Wow.� I lowered my head. �Way to make me feel guilty.�
�What? What are you talking about? You feel guilt? You feel guilty because you�re going to live? You can�t feel guilty. Now is not the time for guilt. Now is the time to focus on surviving and you have the means. You leave guilt behind you and keep going. Your son is what is important.�
�You�re right.�
�Daddy,� Joie whined. �I really have to go potty.�
�Sweetie, we�ll be there soon. I really don�t want to stop.�
I didn�t blame him. In the course of two hours, traffic had increased and the entire feel of life just changed. It changed.
It went from �we were the few who knew and were driving with a secret� to �we were one of the many on a desperate race to get to safe ground.�
�Daddy��
�This is the exit,� I pointed. �Make a right off this exit and the farm is two miles down the road.�
�Almost there,� Tony looked in the mirror. �We� aw.� He smacked his hand off the wheel. �People this is an �off� exit! What are they doing?�
Where the exit ahead was jammed with cars trying to cut in on a packed highway with vehicles going faster than they should, drivers had resorted to using the off ramps. Not many, but I guessed it wouldn�t be long before it was full as well. We had seen at least a dozen accidents in the short period of time. People were driving erratically and Tony was no exception.
Joie hollered out another warning of her bathroom needs as Tony cut to the side of the road causing the van to bounce and his daughter to scream.
He cringed.
We made it to the secondary road and were almost at the farm.
Melissa was specific about when we got to the farm road, we�d come across a �Y� and for us to bear right.
I saw why when we got there.
There were people all over the hills, running through the fields. In the small farm store, cars jam packed the lot and a single worker stood outside. He looked frazzled and defeated as people rushed into the store.
�Daddy, are we almost�� Pause. �Never mind.�
Jackson laughed. �Dude, your daughter just pissed everywhere back here.�
I bit my lip, trying not to laugh.
�I�m sorry,� Tony said. �I am.�
�For what? Besides, I�m close to joining her,� I said. �You stopped once and that was only long enough to dump a can of gas in the tank. I�ve been wiggling for the last hour.�
I didn�t know what to expect from Melissa. We had no description. All I knew was she was an agricultural expert. She stood outside a small tin trailer with a large metal briefcase and duffel bag. Next to her luggage were three large orange gas cans. She didn�t look like a scientist. The thickly built woman with short blonde cropped hair looked like a hands on person, wearing jeans and a tee shirt.
�We�ll make this fast.� Tony said as he pulled up. �Go use her bathroom, I�ll get Joie changed, and Jackson can load her stuff.�
I nodded in agreement and opened the door.
�Anna?� Melissa walked up to me. �Hi, I�m Melissa.�
�I know.� I shook her hand quickly. �Nice to meet you. Do you have a bathroom in there?�
She barely said �yes� with a point and I flew into that trailer.
It had a desk and counter. A small table with chairs was by the door and an older woman in her eighties, wearing a scarf and an unseasonal trench coat, held a big giant purse tightly to her chest as she sat in one of the chairs.
�Bathroom?� I asked.
She pointed to the small door at the end of the trailer.
I didn�t think much about the presence of the older woman. I was more focused on using the long overdue facilities. When I emerged, the woman was gone.
Stepping from the trailer, feeling so much better, I noticed Tony with his arms folded, leaning against the door. He looked� for lack of a better word� perturbed.
I didn�t see Jackson or Joie. They were probably in the van. Just Melissa and the older woman stood outside.
�Tony? What�s wrong?�
After tightening his lips, he lifted a hand, said nothing and continued in his arms crossed pose.
Nervously, Melissa walked up to me. �It�s me.�
�What�s going on? Are you not going?� I asked.
�This�� She pulled the older woman forward. �Is my grandmother. Nelly. She raised me since I was a child.�
Clueless at that moment, I smiled. �Oh, it�s nice to meet you.� I looked at Melissa. �We have to go. Things are getting crazy.�
Tony cleared his throat. �That�s the issue.�
Melissa stuttered. �I� I can�t leave her. I can�t. She�s very healthy, but I can�t leave her.�
Nelly reached into her trench coat pocket and pulled out a cigarette, lighting it. �I told her to go. I�ll watch the fireworks. I�m fine.�
�You heard Nelly,� Tony reached for the van door. �She said go.�
�Tony.� I scolded.
�Anna,� he replied. �It�s another person.�
I was hesitant to say it, but I did. �Tony, you brought your daughter.�
�She�s a child,� Tony defended. �A small child. My child.�
Melissa barked at Tony. �And she�s my grandmother.�
�Who is very content to smoke her Pall Malls and watch the world end.� Tony said.
�Oh my God.� I closed my eyes, slightly embarrassed.
�I won�t leave her,� Melissa said passionately. �I can�t.�
�There�s no reason why you should.� I told her. �She can come.�
�Anna�� Tony called my name.
�She comes.� I stated firmly. �There�s plenty of room in the shelter and van. But we have to go�.now.�
Melissa embraced me. �Thank you.�
Tony opened the side door, giving me a sideways glance. As Nelly struggled to get in, refusing help, Tony held her extra large handbag. �What the hell do you have in here?�
�Survival supplies,� Nelly answered and climbed in.
As Tony parted the bag, I peeked over his shoulder. The entire bag was cartons of cigarettes. He returned the bag asking, �Did you bring any clothes?�
Nelly sat down and took the bag. �I�ll sit naked if I have to as long as I have my Pall Malls.�
Showing more strength than I thought she had, she shut that van door.
Tony jumped back.
�We need to go. We are still ahead of schedule.�
I got back in the van while Tony filled the tank. We had additional gas and were doing well. Despite the loss of seven hours before impact time, at the rate we were going, we would still arrive before the comet.

13 � POTTER�S ROAD

Perryville, MO

A straight route to St. Louis, under normal circumstances, combined with Speed Racer Tony�s driving, would have been five hours. But reports of highway traffic only reconfirmed that we had to take Melissa�s alternate route. She had actual maps, something our culture had completely forgotten how to use.
We relied so heavily on internet and satellite navigation, we lost the ability to look at a map and spot a side road.
Not Melissa.
She had us going good, and when Dr. Craig Milton sent a text saying he had to escape St. Louis, Melissa worked hard on finding another way for us.
Tony should have listened to her.
His argument was valid. We were wasting time and gas on the back roads. Melissa countered that sitting in traffic wasted gas as well. She said to stay east as long as possible. Tony wanted to head north.
Finally after thirty minutes of arguing, they compromised. Choosing a route that wasn�t a highway, but wasn�t a back road.
That was a mistake.
At first we didn�t think so. The road was eerily free and clear, and then we were pulled over.
�I knew it,� I told Tony. �You can�t continuously go eighty in a fifty zone without a cop getting you.�
�That�s not the cops.�
Before I could ask who it was, a soldier approached Tony�s window.
�Evening sir,� the soldier said politely, peering in the window. �I�m gonna have to ask you folks to pull over or you can head into the elementary school a mile up the road to park for the night. �
�We�re just heading north to get a friend.�
�I understand, but there is no northern travel during the curfew. We�re trying to keep all roads clear for evacuation. North is not is an evacuation area.�
�What if we stay on the road and ignore the curfew?�
�Then you know we�d have to detain you. That�s a little more complicated than if you just complied.�
�I was just curious,� Tony said.
�That�s what I thought,� The soldier replied. Since you do have young ones, can I suggest the elementary school? We have a set up there. It would be a lot safer.�
�We�ll do that.�
�Sir, if you get spotted on the road again, we won�t be so easy.�
�I understand that.�
�Good luck. God speed.�
The soldier knocked on the hood and we moved forward.
Good luck and God Speed. Never did those words have more meaning than they did at that moment.
We needed all the luck we could get. And God Speed, well, we could only hope.
We arrived at the elementary school and parked at the far end of the lot. I started to believe that Tony had some sort of aversion to bathrooms because we were as far away from the portable johns as we could get. It was his way to get out at first light when the curfew was lifted.
We didn�t have camping supplies or folding chairs. And it was a good thing it was a cooler night, because we could stay in the van.
There were a lot of cars in the school parking lot. I wondered where they were going. A lot of families. Not a lot of noise or problems. I didn�t think there would be, after all it was a make shift military outpost.
Just as I was prepared to break out my rations, I realized the military was giving out MRE�s and a bottle of water to everyone. Melissa walked over with me to grab some and help me carry them.
When we returned from the long trot across the lot, the van door was open. Nelly sat there smoking a cigarette with her legs dangling from the side of the van and a few feet away, a distance from everyone else, Tony made a seat out of Melissa�s large metal case which I learned contained seeds and nutrients packs.
She took the kids their food while I carried Tony�s and my meal and walked over to him.
�Hey,� I said.
�Hey,� Tony lifted his eyes from his phone.
�MRE?� I held out a package.
�I was kind of hoping for your homemade rations.�
�They�re in the van. Want me to get them?�
�Nah, I will.� Tony scooted over. �Have a seat.�
I sat down next to him. �Not a fan of MREs?�
�You could say I had my fill between my service to our country and my latest career.�
�You okay?�
�Yeah, yeah.� He looked down at the phone. �It�s just that we lost more hours. We are now cutting it close and if we have to stop for the night tomorrow, we aren�t making it to the shelter before the comet hits.�
�I know. How long until we get there?�
�If the gas holds out. If we don�t have to walk. If the EMP doesn�t destroy the van. Two hours post impact, at the latest. My guys are getting things ready. They�ll be ready for us.�
�Two hours isn�t bad. We should still be all right. Remember it has to make it to us. If blast winds are five hundred miles an hour, we have five hours till they hit, that sort of thing.�
�You learned a lot didn�t you?�
�I�m an armchair comet expert. But I really can�t wait to meet the real expert.�
Tony forced a quick smile, and with a change of subject handed me the phone. �Apparently our good doctor had the sense to leave. They were detaining all medical professionals and putting them in underground shelters.�
�He got out.� I looked at the message. �And made distance. Make sure you let Melissa know so she can find a good route.�
He groaned at me and I handed the phone back to him. �We�ll get there, that�s all that matters. Can you I ask you something?�
�Sure.�
�Have you heard from Gil?�
Tony shook his head. �No. I�m sorry.�
�He�s fine right? You think he�s fine?�
�He�s fine.�
�I hope.� Breathing out, I lifted my head while rubbing my hands and when I did, I saw the sky. It was absolutely beautiful. Not a cloud in the sky and I swore I could see every single star. �Oh my.�
�What?�
�Look how harmless the sky looks.�
Tony peered up. �And beautiful.�
�Capture it, Tony. Capture it in your mind. Really look at it,� I said. �Because this is probably one of the last chances you will get to see it for a very long time.�
A sad truth, Tony knew it and like me, he stared at the sky for a long time.

14 � THE GOOD DOCTOR

July 31
Rantoul, Illinois

To Tony�s dismay, they didn�t sound the �all clear to leave� until just about seven a.m. To further complicate it, absolutely no traffic was permitted to go north. All northbound roads were being used as southbound only.
Making matters worse, Dr. Craig Milton was north.
The predicted after effects of the comet�s impact warranted that the northern states be deemed uninhabitable in the months post impact. All residents who weren�t able to make it out of those states before impact were encouraged to head south as soon as possible.
Evacuation cities were Atlanta, Nashville, Greenville and a few other southern cities.
Truth was, it didn�t matter.
It was going to take some deep underground shelters and long term supplies to survive in the wake of the comet.
The latest news bulletin encouraged all that weren�t in shelters by five a.m., the next morning, to get off the roads and dig in.
I knew from my research, we were pretty safe for a few hours after the comet struck. But that would be short lived and not long after, nowhere on earth would be safe.
What a tangled mess we weaved in our route to get Craig Milton.
We went east, the south, then back roads north. We didn�t hit much traffic, but I wondered what was worse. Moving or sitting still. We had one canister left of gas and hoped that Craig had his supply.
The four hour trip turned into seven, and just before we hit our destination, the gas gauge moved to �E�. Tony thought it best to stop and fill up when he spotted a gas station. Before doing so, he pulled aside and grabbed the single gas can from the top of the van and placed it inside just in case the gas station had restrictions.
There was a police car there and we could only guess that they were monitoring the lines.
To my surprise, it wasn�t chaotic. I really expected it to be.
Everyone in the van was doing well. Jackson played his acoustic guitar, pretty much only picking it.
Joie took a liking to Nelly, immediately finding a grandmother-like comfort in her.
Melissa read. She stated everything she read would be useful in the future and she did bring books, although not many.
Books.
That was something I forgot to bring.
Peter Fleishmann was a celebrity in my mind, and a man of few words on the phone and via text messaging. He said he�d wait. His house was away from any metropolis so we�d be good when we got there. We just had to get there. Tony said, Lillyville was only a little over an hour from there.
The last time he had spoken to the security team, all was fine.
All was not fine however at the gas line. After waiting an hour for our turn, we soon found out that money had lost all value.
I knew it was going to happen, but I didn�t think it would happen so soon.
�What do you have to trade?� The man asked. �A van like this. Ford� twenty-two gallon.�
�Thirty-eight� extra capacity,� Tony replied.
�What do you got?�
�What is barter worthy?� Tony asked.
�Gold. Water. Food. Medical supplies.�
Knowing we still had four gallons of water left, I asked Jackson to hand me two. Tony gave them to the guy.
�You earned four gallons.�
After a grunt, I held up my hand to the man and went to the back of the van. I grabbed my duffel bag and handed him two foil blankets, one bag of rations, which I explained was three days worth of food, and a bottle of Ibuprofen. �What does that get us?�
�Twenty gallons.�
�We�re good,� Tony said, �That will work.�
�Wait.� I held up my hand.
�Anna, we�re good,� Tony repeated.
�We need the gas.�
I pulled my old Bingo Sack from the duffel bag, reached in and grabbed two items. �Solid Gold St. Christopher medal, and two wedding bands.�
The man smiled. �Fill her up.�
Tony reached for the van door. �You still had your wedding rings. Sentimental value?�
�Call it keen foresight,� I said. �I have more gold.�
�Good thinking.�
Tony filled up the tank and we were on our way. Fortunately, we were able to find a good road north and we moved onward without stopping.
<><><><>
Craig Milton heard the early rumors about possible detention of medical personal and high tailed it out of Missouri. Knowing we had to go east, but not knowing where he headed to a safe location.
He found sanctuary in a closed down military base used only for clerical purposes. The base was just outside of Champaign, Illinois.
It was easy to spot. As we pulled through the small town, people looked at us oddly. They were packing cars and driving the opposite way.
We made contact with Craig by way of phone and he was waiting just inside the fence next to the guard booth.
Once he saw us pull forward, he started removing gas cans from the booth.
We stopped the van and Tony instructed everyone to walk it off for a few moments while we loaded the top of the van with the gas and the two bags Craig brought.
He was a lot younger than I expected. A clean cut and exceptionally handsome guy, stood waiting on us.
�Dr. Milton?� I shook his hand, and then Tony did.
�Call me Craig.� He sounded nervous. �I can�t believe this is happening.�
�None of us can. Thank you,� I said.
�This was an odd location for a St. Louis man,� Tony said.
�I can�t take all the credit. My partner works here and suggested it.�
Tony�s hand shot to his head. I didn�t understand his reaction.
�What? What am I missing?� I asked.
�I�m gonna guess he�s here?� Tony asked.
Craig nodded. �He�s in the booth.�
�And�� Tony, in his typical sarcastic way lifted his hands. �And I�m guessing� he�s not planning on staying behind, is he?�
�He will.� Craig said without hesitation. �He will. If it isn�t good for him to go, he will stay behind. I just��
�Nonsense,� I said.
�What?� Tony blasted.
�It�s his partner. We�ll need him. He goes.� I stated.
�Thank you.�
From the security booth, another younger man emerged. He was just as clean cut and handsome. He too had blonde hair like Craig. The young man held a gas can and then from behind him walked an older man maybe sixty who also held a gas can.
Tony did a quick pivot with a fake smile. �Let me guess. Your father?� he asked Craig.
�Yes. We brought extra gas. And I brought extra supplies to make up�� Before he finished Tony got in the van.
I placed my hands on his shoulder. �Tell your father to get in. We�ll be fine. Load up.�
Everyone returned from their walk and bathroom break and greeted the newcomers in a welcoming way.
Joie, before taking her seat, asked Tony, �What�s wrong, Daddy? Are you mad?�
�No. Daddy isn�t mad.� He kissed her. �I just want to get moving.�
�Look at all these people.�
�Yes, look.� Tony gripped the wheel in frustration. �Take your seat.�
Joie moved to the back bench with Jackson, Melissa and Nelly. Our newest members sat in the seat behind us.
�Tony,� I tried to calm him.
�You realize this van seats eight. We have nine and another person to pick up. That is, of course, if he doesn�t bring his aunt, uncle and favorite neighbor.�
�Tony, you realize you are just as much a stowaway as they are. And does it really matter? Right now, with all that is happening, does it really matter?�
�No. No it doesn�t. You�re the boss.� Tony started the van. It was a little after four when we left the base.
Akron, Ohio was six hours away. We still had a chance, if we weren�t forced to stop for the night, of getting to the bunker before time was up.

15 � THE BJOURN

Indianapolis, Indiana

We didn�t have a choice. In order to get to our destination, we had to go through or at least inside the city limits of Indianapolis. Most of the traffic was heading toward the main highway going south, but anyway you went it was bumper to bumper.
The van was hot and we had to turn off the air conditioning to conserve fuel. Everyone was staying calm, we were on our way.
We opted for no more news because we didn�t need to hear about the violence and evacuation traffic, we were living it.
Melissa was able to navigate us through the suburbs and her planned route would bring us back to the beltway east of the city. Once there, we hoped to move more freely.
It was frightening what we saw and how fast law and order flew out the window.
From calm at the gas station to three hours later. What a difference. Maybe it was because we were in a major city.
A black cloud of smoke hovered over Indianapolis. We could only guess it was a fire or lots of them.
In the outlying communities that we traveled, businesses were looted and grocery stores were chaotic. People raced down the streets with shopping carts. We watched two men fight a woman over a cart, throw her to the street, and run off with supplies.
There was nothing we could do.
Desperation wasn�t turning into man helping man, it was man turning on man.
I could only imagine what would have happened to this world if the news had broken earlier. Humanity would have done it�s damage long before the comet could.
Things had taken a violent turn and we all watched in silence rolling slowly through it all, thankfully unscathed and unnoticed. People were too busy.
It was breathtaking in a negative way. The worst part of the news was right there outside out windows.
I felt the most tense as we waited on the ramp to get back onto the highway.
But once we made it, I breathed out.
�Not much longer,� Tony pointed. �It�s up ahead. You can see things moving more freely.�
We inched our way down the highway which lay witness to something else.
People were holding signs, pushing their belongings in carts and entire families were walking along the highways.
�Help us � No car� some signs read.
�We have food. Need ride�
�Don�t even think about it,� Tony told me.
The van moved from its turtle�s pace to a complete halt as we reached the bottle neck on the road where most of the traffic was trying to go south. I felt uncomfortable, even worried, with everyone walking up to cars, holding signs and asking for help.
In my attempt to ignore them, I turned to engage in conversation with everyone.
Craig�s father, Duke didn�t take his focus from the window.
�So, Skyler, right?� I spoke to the young man with Craig. �You�re a doctor?�
�No ma�am,� he said. �I�m supply and maintenance at the base. I�m in the Army. Or was.�
�AWOL.� Craig clarified.
�You�re not a doctor?� I asked, confused.
Craig looked at me curiously. �Why would you think that?�
�Well, you said he was your partner and I thought��
�Mom,� Jackson barked from the back. �Seriously? That didn�t really go over your head, did it? No, wait, it did.�
It took a second and my eyes widened. �Oh. I�m sorry, I thought��
Skyler shook his head. �No worries. Are you sorry now that I came along?�
�No, not at all.� I smiled and no sooner did I say that when I saw Duke sit up straight.
�Uh, oh, Tony,� Duke said. �Trouble.�
Trouble? What did he mean? I shifted my eyes and before I saw it, I screamed when it sounded like someone banged on the side of the van three times.
It startled all of us. All I saw through the side window was a massive body. He wore a light green jacket and walked to the window.
I sat back in my seat.
Tony remained calm and didn�t even acknowledge him.
The man banged his hand again.
Tony reached to wind up the window and the man�s huge hand slammed against the edge as he peered in.
He was a burly man and with a husky voice. �Let me in.�
�No, can do.� Tony said. �We�re full. Look for yourself.�
�And I am going to repeat. Let us in.�
�And I am going repeat��
The shift-shift of the engaging shotgun chamber caused me to jump, Melissa to scream and Joie to cry out a frightened, �Daddy!� when the shotgun poked in the window.
�Get out of the car,� The man ordered.
�Tony.� I peeped his name.
�Stay here,� Tony whispered and reached for the door handle.
�All of you!� The man blasted. �Now, or I�ll blow your fucking heads off! Don�t think I won�t.�
Tony turned his head to me. �Stay here.� He placed the van in gear then lifted his hands to the man. �I�m stepping out. But I need to lower my hands to open the door.�
The door opened, �No you don�t. Get out.� The man kept that shot gun on Tony and close to his face the whole time, even as Tony stepped from the van.
With his hands semi up, Tony slid through the slight opening and inched to the left. The door closed.
He had moved to an area I couldn�t see, that single panel potion of the van where there wasn�t a window.
�What�s going on?� I asked. �What?�
Duke replied. �He is pointing the gun on Tony. Can you make out what they�re saying?�
�No. No. Maybe he�s reasoning with the man and��
I jumped. No wait, I screamed.
Joie cried out, �Daddy!�
Two gun shots rang out.
�Tony!� I yelled and scrambled to the driver�s seat,
�Mom!� Jackson screamed.
�It�s not Tony,� Duke declared.
In the midst of Duke�s narration, I watched Tony slowly lower his weapon as the man stood straight, arms extended, eyes wide. His movements had to be automatic. They had to be. There was a wound to his chest and a single mark on his forehead.
Tony lowered the gun as the man fell back into a car in the next lane, then to the ground. My hand shot to my mouth, and Tony approached the van door.
He reached to open it and then he stopped.
Something was wrong.
He looked to his right and to the man and every ounce of blood drained from Tony�s face.
What did he see?
Tony disappeared from sight. I caught a glimpse in the side mirror of Tony racing to the man and bending down.
�Duke, what�s going on?� I asked. �What�s he doing?�
�He looks like he�s turning him over. He�� Duke went silent.
�What? What?�
�Oh my God. Oh my god.� Duke�s hands shot to his face.
I barely got the word �what� out of my mouth when the back doors to the van opened.
Tony tossed in a duffel bag. His face was pale and white with a look of fright. His voice quivered and was barely audible as he squeaked out, �Doc, help him. I�m sorry. I�m so sorry.�
I couldn�t see fully. Too many heads in the van. But when Craig jumped up, that was when I saw� Tony was holding a baby.

16 � PRECIOUS CARGO

I will never forget those first few moments after Tony called for Doc to help.
It was complete panic in the van. Voices meshed together. I didn�t know who was speaking, who was saying what or what was going on. All I could figure out was that the man Tony shot had a baby strapped to his back.
�Sky, grab my bag.�
�What do you need me to do?� Melissa asked. �What do you need me to do?�
�Oh God, is he dead?� asked Jackson.
�Daddy.�
�Come here, baby,� said Nelly. �Don�t look. Don�t look.�
Craig had moved to the back of the van, tossing bags forward to make room. �Take this. I need room.�
The back doors closed. I was hunched between the two front seats, trying to figure out what was going on.
The passenger door opened. Tony stood there. He took a step to get in, stopped, turned and vomited. He stayed in hunched down position.
Cars started to beep at us. �Traffic is moving.� I said.
Tony got in and sat in the passenger�s seat. �Drive. Please drive.�
As I sat in the driver�s seat, I watched Tony. He leaned forward, head down and buried beneath his hands.
�Should I go? Should I drive? What?� I asked. �Someone tell me.�
�Go,� Skyler answered. �Get out of this traffic and find a place to pull over.�
I nodded and put the van in gear and inched forward. For some reason a break occurred and traffic picked up the pace.
It was something I shouldn�t have done, but I did. I looked at the side view mirror as I drove. The man�s body was still in the middle of the road.
Some rode around him, some just rolled over him. No one stopped. No one cared.
Was this what we had become? In such a short span of time, humanity was losing before the extinction event even occurred.

17 � CHOICES

Richmond, Indiana

�You need to pull over,� Craig shouted from the back.
�I�m trying,� I replied. �There�s nowhere to pull over.�
�Find a place to stop and do it.�
I was trying; we were on open highway with nothing but fields ahead of us. I thought about just pulling over on the highway then I spotted an exit sign. �Exit ahead.�
�Go there. Find a place to stop. A safe place.�
I picked up speed, driving faster than I had ever driven.
�I lost him.�
Silence.
Tony groaned, it was a painful and emotional sound and he cradled his head even more.
My heart beat wildly in my chest.
�Come on, little one. Come back.� Craig beckoned, emotionally against the whimpers and sobs of those in the van. �Don�t you let go. Please, please, please.�
Finally, I spotted it. Down the road from the exit was an abandoned service station and I pulled in. The entire time, I was praying in my mind for the child not to die. I didn�t know anything about the baby. Just that he was hurt.
As I brought the van to a stop, Craig announced, �He�s back. He�s back.� And he laughed in a grateful way.
Everyone reacted that way. Accept Tony.
He flung open the van door and jumped out.
�I need air,� Craig said. �Melissa, grab me that water. Sky, can you help me clear this area? I need to start an IV. Dad, I need something sturdy and flat. A board. See what you can find.�
To me, everyone needed to stop, to take a break, to get that air. It was a traumatic experience.
I worried about what it did to the kids. Joie especially.
She saw a man shot, and then a dying infant. But I honestly think the most traumatizing for her was thinking her father was dead.
Tony.
I looked out the windshield to see Tony moving at a quick pace into the field that sat next to the service station.
Letting everyone know that I would be back and worried about him, I followed.
�Tony.� I called.
He stopped, never turning around, and then Tony just dropped to his knees in emotional defeat. I raced to him, but the second I drew close, he held up his hand to keep me back.
�Tony, look��
�I need to be alone,� He said, never looking at me. �Please.�
�Ok, but if you need me��
His hand only rose.
I stepped back. I couldn�t possibly imagine what he was dealing with. The inner turmoil was evident all over his face and through his reactions. What he was feeling had to be horrible. I felt helpless; there was nothing I could do for any party in the situation. Not Tony or the baby.
All I could do was to do as requested. In regards to Tony, his request was to let him alone.
I granted him that, and walked back to the van.
<><><><>
An hour after we pulled over I heard the baby cry for the first time. It was a soft, irritated whimper that was music to my ears.
I made up some plates of food using rations and left over MRE�s and I passed them out to everyone.
�What�s wrong with my dad?� Joie asked. �Is he sick?�
She sat on Nelly�s lap. I handed her food.
Nelly answered. �Yeah, he is. He got something called car sickness. Happens sometimes. He�ll be fine.�
�He�s not mad at me, is he?�
�Why would you say that?� Nelly cradled her. �Of course, not. Do you want to bother with anyone when your tummy is yucky?�
Joie shook her head.
�Eat.� Nelly instructed.
They seemed fine so I let them be. I grabbed more food and headed over to Jackson. He sat with Skyler.
�You guys okay?� I asked.
Skyler nodded.
�What about him?� Jackson asked, used his head to indicate Tony.
I looked behind me. It was getting dark and Tony was still sitting in the field. �I don�t know.�
�It�s tough,� Skyler said. �It�s a tough situation. Even in the line of duty it isn�t easy. He�ll be okay. Let him deal.�
With my final run for food, I walked over to the van. Melissa and Duke backed away as I approached. Craig sat on the edge of the back.
I shivered when I saw the baby. He looked so small and helpless. An IV ran into his arm. His other arm was bandaged and he was secured to a board.
�How is he or she?� I asked.
�He.� Craig replied. �Stable. He lost a lot of blood. Thankfully, the bullet only cut through the arm. I stopped the bleeding. But whether we can save the arm in the long run remains to be seen. The shock of blood loss was what caused it to be touch and go. But, he did sustain injuries in the fall. Hopefully, nothing internal. I�m not seeing signs of that. More collar and head trauma. He�s responding. That�s good.�
I exhaled loudly. �That is good. How old is he?�
�Maybe six months.�
�Will he make it?� I asked.
�I think so,� Craig replied. �I hope so. What�s best right now is to keep the fluids pumping. I also need to keep him immobilized for a while and let the antibiotics finish. Meaning, what�s best for him right now is not to move.�
�For how long?�
�Three more hours. I know it�s ten hours until��
I held up his hand. �We will wait until you say it�s good to go. Do what you need to do.� I glanced down at the child. �We all have to do what we can to preserve our future and that child is the future.�
Darkness had fully set upon us by the time we were getting ready to leave. I tossed aside any optimism I had about having a free and clear remaining route. It wasn�t going to happen. Sure, it was possible, but with the state of things, chances were we were racing against a clock that was going to beat us anyway.
The entire journey to that point had been maddening and rushed. We were already too late, in my opinion, to beat the comet. Yes, it was still possible, but I wanted to focus on not just getting there, but getting there in one piece.
I was familiar with the phases of the post impact. I knew how much time we really had before things would get impossible.
Duke lit a fire to give us some light and then rearranged the bags and cargo in the van for room. Tony returned from the field and sat off to the side, alone. No one talked to him, not because he was ostracized, but more so because no one knew what to say.
Skyler insisted that he would speak when he was ready.
My patience was almost at an end. After I told the others to get the van ready to go, I walked over to Tony with a cup.
�I can use a drink,� I said. �But since I�m driving, I need you to have one for me. Drink up. We�re leaving.�
Tony lifted his dark eyes to me. The usually �all together, cool calm and sarcastic� Tony was a mess. I felt it when I looked at him. He took the cup, took a swig, then looked down to it. �What did I do, Anna?�
�What did you do? How can you ask that?�
�I shot a baby.�
�No, Tony, you shot the father. You had no idea about the child. And if that man cared about that, he would have used the child to get into the van instead of a weapon.�
�Does it make it right?�
�What is right or wrong now? We watched things fall apart in two days. That man threatened you, me, your daughter. By even aiming that gun at you, he threatened to take from your child. And I have no doubt he would have fired.� I reached down and inched that cup over for him to drink more. �I�m still trying to figure out how you got out of that one.�
�Instinct.�
�Well, thank you for that instinct. Now my instinct is kicking in. I gave you the time. Now you need to get past this.�
Tony finished his drink but his head lowered once more. �I feel so guilty.�
�Yeah, well, let me tell you something about guilt that I once heard. Something someone told me recently.�
Tony looked at me.
�Now is not the time for guilt. Now is the time to focus on surviving. You leave guilt behind you and keep going. Your child is what is important. You did what you did for your child.�
Tony cracked a partial smile. �Those are pretty cool words.�
�Yeah, well some pretty cool guy said them to me.� I winked.
�The baby��
�The baby is going to be fine.�
�For sure?�
�Yes. Craig thinks so. The bullet cut through the arm. That�s fixed. He�s stable. He took a tumble when the father did, but he�ll get well. I feel it. Children are resilient. What about you?� I held out my hand.
Tony grabbed it and stood. �I�m pretty resilient, too.�
�Good. Because�I need you, Tony. I really need you.�
He breathed out a long exhale through his nose and nodded. He stepped closer, placed his hand to the back of my head and whispered, �Thank you.� Pulling me closer, he lowered his lips to my forehead and kept them there for a few seconds, then stepped back. �Thank you.�
�We ready?�
�We�re ready.� He placed his hand on my back.
�Let�s do this.�
Everyone was loading into the van as we walked over.
�Do you have the keys?� Tony asked.
�I�m driving.� I replied as I walked to the driver�s side. �You�ve been drinking.�
There was an exchange of looks in that moment. Glances between us that conveyed, �All will work out�.
I got in the van.
We had to head out.
One more stop.
The clock was ticking and it was ticking fast.

18 � SAYING GOODBYE

August 1
Outside Akron

Something happened on the six hour route from Indianapolis to Akron. As the wee early hours of the morning crept up, we saw fewer cars and then only an occasional car. By four in the morning we didn�t see a single vehicle. Except for the lone police car that pulled us over.
There wasn�t a curfew, not in Ohio. At first I got the ridiculous fear that they were looking for Tony because he shot that man and we had the baby. But that fear quickly passed.
I was still driving and was prepared to beg the officer not to make us stop. But he was polite.
�Folks, you really need to get off the road and find a place to dig in. Impact is in two hours.� He was an older man who looked as if he were pushing retirement age.
�Thank you, Officer. We are. We�re actually in route to a good shelter.�
�Good. Good to hear. Be safe.� He tapped his hand on the edge of the window and turned.
�What about you?� I called out to him.
He stopped.
�Why are you still on the road two hours before impact?�
He turned back around and faced me, giving me a gentle smile. �Making sure folks like you get to safety, then I think� I think I�ll sit this one out.� He looked up to the sky. �Nothing to stick around for, so I�ll just watch it happen.�
�It�s not gonna happen that way,� I told him.
�Anna�� Tony called my name. �We need to go.�
I waved my hand in a hushing manner, and focused on the police officer. There was a sense of sadness coming from him that I couldn�t ignore. I spoke gently to him. �It won�t. We�re too far away for it to be instantaneous. If the sky is clear we may see it fly over but it�s gonna be slow and ugly if you�re waiting for the end to come. Then, by that point, you may decide to live and it may be too late.�
�Jesus Christ, Anna.� Tony said. �Why would you say that?�
I kept my eyes on the officer. �With so many people fighting and wanting to stay alive, it makes me sad to hear someone who wants to �sit it out�. If you don�t have anything ready or anywhere to go, you are welcome to follow us.�
�Thank you for that.�
�You�re welcome. Good luck, Officer.�
He tipped his hat with a nod. �Ma�am.�
I put the van in gear and pulled ahead, we weren�t far from Fleishmann.
�At least you didn�t invite him to jump in the van.� Tony commented.
I wanted to tell Tony to stop, but I didn�t. I was glad to hear him make a comment, even one of his sarcastic ones. I knew things were still bothering him, but I needed strong Tony back.
In the month before, I really thought I had gotten to know him. I knew he could kill an entire pizza himself and drink like a fish when he wanted to. He watched children�s television programs only to make fun of them. He bit his nails when he was anxious and tried to pretend no one saw him. He started GSS as a means for good soldiers and talented men and women to do what they did best and loved to do, all while making a good living.
The face of GSS was actually the maintenance man who was initially hired to work the night shift, never graduated high school, but looked the part.
I didn�t know if had been married, heck, I didn�t even know he had a child. I guess there was a lot about Tony I still had to learn. Perhaps if I did, I would have understood his reaction to the shooting better. But we had time. We were going to be hunkered down together for a while.
Not even five miles down the road, I caught the flashing lights of the squad car.
�Are we getting pulled over again?� Tony asked.
I believed we were until I readied to turn the wheel. The blue and red lights stopped flashing and the car behind me flashed it�s headlights, then kept up steadily. I smiled. It was that officer, and he had decided to follow us.
Skyler leaned forward. �Hey, I know you were avoiding it, but can you turn on the radio? It�s winding down and I�d like to hear what they�re saying� if anything.�
�Yeah, me too.� Jackson added. �I mean it�s the last we�ll hear for a while.�
Hating to admit it, I agreed and turned on the radio. There was nothing, and Tony took over trying to find a station.
Finally, he found something, and we caught the tail end of the DJ�s identity and station identification.
�They�re using FEMA broadcasting. A secure line that broadcasts nationally,� Tony said.
�And we�ll be here,� she said. �Until the final second. Then we�ll go below. We�ll be fine, we hope. But we are only as prepared as most of you. You know, over the last couple days, we�ve heard nothing but horror stories. People looting, fighting. That, in this DJ�s opinion, is not how I want our world remembered as we go out. That�s why I�ve been focusing on the positive for this final broadcast. Here�s some more from social media��
Social media? People were still going on line, still grasping for some semblance of a life that will be gone. In a hundred years people wouldn�t know what social media was. How our world used it fervently. Why? I wondered. Why were they logging on instead of preparing, waiting, praying? The as the DJ read entries, I realized why.
@Cathyhoward said thank you to the man who stopped to fix our tire. God bless you. We made it here.
And there were more� �At� and then names. Or just names. Messages rattled off.
�Waiting for you, Bill. Waiting.�
�To the woman who gave me water and food for my son. I will never forget you.�
�Man in New Jersey, thank you for getting me to my sister�s house. I am safe because of you.�
�We have a caller on the line, go ahead.�
�Hey, my name is Amber in Wisconsin.� The young woman�s voice quivered with emotions. �I just wanted to send this out to my mom. I can�t reach her. I tried. Mommy, I pray you�re okay. I�m thinking about you. I�m safe. I am safe.�
Next caller.
�Honey� I�m not gonna make it home. I�m sorry. If you hear this, I tried to call, line was dead. I love you. Tell the kids I love them.�
Another male caller. �Hey, I just wanted to say to those out there who are helping people like me. Inviting us into your shelter when we have nowhere else to go. Thank you. It�s people like you that are gonna make this world a better place when we rise from the ashes.�
Tony reached over and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. When I glanced at him, he was looking behind him to everyone in the van.
We sat quietly listening to the broadcast as we drove into Akron. I was glad we turned on that radio, truly glad. It was sobering. We had seen so much ugliness and violence in a short span of time, people panicking, and scared and running and fighting for their lives. Now I was hearing some of the good that had occurred. The stuff the bad had overshadowed. It wasn�t hidden for long and it emerged at the best possible time. Laced with a lot of sadness, the positives of humanity were surfacing as the world said its final goodbye.

19 � SWITCHES

Peter Fleishmann looked nothing like the photo of him in the World Inquisitor. I expected an older man, since the photo was so old. But instead, he was a man in his forties with wiry dark hair, and he was extremely thin.
He was sitting outside of his house on a black box. Behind him were two orange gas cans and a small suitcase. He finished off a can of energy drink and stood as we came to a halt.
�Everyone just stay put, we�re gonna make this fast.� I said and opened the door. We had less than an hour to impact and ninety miles to go until we reached the shelter.
Tony and I stepped from the van. Admittedly I was excited to meet him.
�Anna,� he said. �Nice to meet you. I see we have a police escort.�
�It�s a party,� Tony said and began looking around as he helped Peter with his things.
Walking to the van, Peter asked him. �What are you looking for?�
�No brother, sister, friend, coworker, mystery lover you are gonna spring on us?�
�It�s against the rules.� He said.
I opened the back of the van. I gathered at that moment, Peter saw all the people.
�This is a lot more than three people,� he said.
�Welcome to my world.� Tony lifted the box.
�No. No-no.� Peter shook his head. �Not that one, that has to be right by my side.� He spoke fast and in a quirky manner. �At all times. Yes, at all times.�
�How many energy drinks have you had?� Tony asked.
�Not enough,� He replied. �That case is vital. Very vital.�
We moved Craig, Skyler and Duke to the squad car because Peter had to work in the van. He used the middle seat as a desk, crouching on the floor with the black box in the space next to the side van door. It was pretty big.
�What�s the box?� Jackson asked.
�A Faraday. In fact,� he adjusted his glasses. �I need all of you to put any electronics you want to save in the box.�
�What about that lap top you�re using?� Jackson asked.
�It�s a throw away. I need it to monitor. So we know.�
�Where it will hit?� Jackson questioned. �Why did it flip flop?�
�Only two facilities have telescopes with the capabilities to determine when and where the comet will hit. Both facilities got different results. It was asinine, very asinine. I don�t know how they did that. But last I heard the Puerto Rican telescope people changed their minds to Seattle. It�s Seattle or the ocean by it. Near enough. That is where the comet will hit.�
His fingers clicked furiously on the keyboard.
�That�s really smart of you to have all this,� I said.
�I want us to be ready. I am trying to calculate the exact time, when the earthquakes will hit and where we will be when the ejecta starts. We should be there, before the bad stuff comes.�
The bad stuff?� Tony questioned as he drove. �Bad stuff. Is that a scientific term?�
�Tony,� I scolded. �Stop. Okay? He�s a brilliant man.� I looked back at Peter. �I�m a big fan.�
Tony laughed. �Fan? Are you fan boying out?�
�He was in the World Inquisitor.�
�He was not.�
�I was.� Peter said. �I used a photo of my father, but I wanted a guilt free conscience so I gave them the story.�
�A ha!� I pointed to Tony. �Told you.�
�Miles to Lillyville?� Peter asked. �Hurry. Miles to Lillyville?�
�Um�� Tony glanced down to the dashboard. �Sixty four.�
�Pull over. Pull over now. Right now.�
�Why?� Tony asked.
�Unless you want to walk sixty miles, then pull over!�
Tony pulled over to the side of the deserted road. The car was barely in gear when Peter slid open the side door, laptop in hand.
�Open the hood,� he said, then reached into the Faraday box. �Anything you want saved, you have a couple minutes. Tony make your last radio call to the bunker and make sure it is hatched down.�
I stepped from the van. Peter was by the box. The officer and the Milton crew approached.
�What�s going on?� Craig asked.
Peter answered. �I need someone to remove the battery from this van now. As fast as possible and put it in this box. Place this blanket over the engine.�
Duke reached for the blanket. �I can do that.�
�And hurry,� Peter said. �And you three� anything you want protected, in this box. Now!�
I asked. �How will we know it hit?�
�This,� Peter pointed to the laptop. �Will die. I suggest anyone in the van who wants to see it, come out now.
�Tony,� I said. �Get Joie.�
�Should I?�
�Yeah, yeah, you should. She should see it.�
The officer questioned. �Where, where will it be?�
Peter, cradling the lap top walked around the front of the van to the road.
Duke lifted the battery. �It�s out. Blanket is on.�
Not even looking at him, Peter said, �Put it in the Faraday box and lock it.� He looked to the sky. �There.�
My heart stopped when he said the word and I grabbed for my son�s hand.
Tony held Joie on his hip and we all stood in the road, peering up at the sky.
�Forty miles per second,� Peter said. �Don�t blink. It�ll impact at a sixty degree angle.�
There was no talking, no movement. My hand moved up to clench Jackson�s arm. Despite the preparing, the learning, the violence and sadness, the shot of reality hit as the sky brightened. The noise of it was almost deafening. It seemed so close, but only because of its size. I held firmly to my child as the ground rumbled slightly and I didn�t breathe or blink. I just watch the huge fireball of the comet soar over our heads on its final destination out west.

20 � POP

We watched the sky until the comet was no longer visible. The smoke from it�s tail remained it the sky. Melissa released a single sob and lowered her head. Tony cradled his daughter. The only person who seemed unaffected was the officer. He stood alone.
�This really just happened mom, didn�t� it?�
�Yeah.� I felt my jaws tighten and my throat swell. I wanted to cry, to break down. After embracing my son one more time, I walked over to the officer.
�I�m glad you came with us.�
His eyes met mine. �Me, too.�
I looked at his name tag on his uniform. �S. Price�, �Officer Price what does the S stand for?�
�Spencer. Just call me Price.�
�Will do.�
�Just thinking, you know. All those people who didn�t get out. All those people who watched it come. We watched it go, but they� they watched it come. How scared they had to be and brave as well.�
We were silent, quiet, all of us.
We didn�t need Peter to tell us his laptop died. Price had left the squad car running and the motor cut out leaving even more of a silence.
�Impact.� Peter closed the lid to the laptop. �7:01�.
�Son of a bitch,� Tony said with a soft edge. �I left my watch on.� He removed it and tossed it. �I loved that watch.�
I guess as we stood there we were all wondering the same thing, but Craig spoke up and asked, �What now? Can we put the battery back in the van?�
�No. Not yet. We have to wait,� Peter explained. �We just experienced Phase two. Phase one was impact, Phase two is that�� He pointed to the sky.
I wasn�t facing that way and spun. Dim greenish lights swirled high and fast in the sky. �What is that?�
Tony asked. �Are those Northern Lights?�
�No,� Peter answered. �That is energy. So much energy that not even the sun dims it. The impact generates a wave of energy, which in turn creates a energy pulse. That is what caused the EMP. Anything not protected and running will never run again. Anything with a computer chip, unprotected will fry out. That squad car has a computer chip. This Van does not.� He exhaled as if speaking dreamlike. �Yes, right now as we speak, that pulse is moving across the globe. Power grids are zapping out, electricity is popping.�
Tony approached him. Joie was still perched on his hip and the child was clearly frightened. I could see that. Her tiny arms were wrapped around Tony�s neck and she had become an extension of his body. �So how long?� Tony asked. �How long do we wait?�
�While they are still swirling, I wouldn�t take a chance on removing anything from the Faraday box,� Peter answered. �Not at that speed. When they diminish, we can try. Ten, fifteen minutes maybe. Hopefully. In our life time this has never happened. I am going on theory here.�
Tony looked to the sky then back to Peter. �And the van isn�t affected?�
Peter shrugged. �I hope not. The battery is in the Faraday box, the blanket I made is over the electrical components. The metal hood is another conductor. I didn�t see any sparks from the van. So if we follow theory it should start once we replace the battery.�
�If it doesn�t?� Tony questioned.
�If it doesn�t.� Peter exhaled and looked around at all of us. �Then we have a long walk ahead of us.�

21 � THE LAST LEG

My phone powered up and stayed on, although there wasn�t a signal, I wasn�t expecting one, that told us to try the battery.
Through all the heaviness and fear, the baby cooed and that gave us all incentive to keep going. He was doing better and when Tony heard that, he smiled.
Melissa took special interest in that baby. The bag that Tony took from the father contained baby supplies. She was the one that handled him and named him Baby John after her father. Craig said he was doing well, but he still doubted he would be able to save the arm.
It was something we�d deal with when we got to the bunker. But for the moment, we had to focus on moving ahead.
Tony put the last of the gas into the tank, as Duke replaced the battery. We organized the van because we had to squeeze twelve people in there. It would work. It had to. We had sixty miles to go. Moving at a good pace, forty five minutes tops.
Duke gave the �go ahead� to start the van and we call kept our fingers crossed. The �dinging� when Tony put the key in the ignition was a good sign.
I was standing outside the van waiting for the engine to turn over, when Joie said, �My ears feel funny.�
�What do you mean, sweetie?� I asked hunching down.
�They feel funny. Like they�re buzzing.�
It struck me as odd, and when I went to question her further, I felt it. A tingling and fullness in my ears. I pulled my earlobe. �Anyone else feel that?�
�Don�t� start the car!� Peter instructed. �Wait.� He crouched down and placed his hand on the ground. �Phase three.�
I didn�t even have to ask what Phase three was. Immediately, the ground vibrated. A hum filled the air followed by a rumbling, and the ground beneath our feet began to shake.
It shook violently as the van rocked back and forth. I lifted Joie when she started to scream, while I tried to keep my balance. Melissa held tightly to the baby, stumbling. I didn�t know what to do. Everyone was trying to grab for something. I watched Nelly, calmly make her way to the side door of the van and sit. I saw what she was doing. She held onto the doorway bracing herself as the van rocked.
Holding Joie, I made my way to the van. Nelly held out her hand and I gripped it. Once I had my balance, I too, held on to the van and then turned to look for my son.
�Jackson!� I called him.
He stumbled to the ground, and desperately tried to regain his footing. I clenched Joie for dear life as well as the door to the van. My son looked so helpless, his thin body flailing back and forth as he tried as well to make it to the van.
Peter rolled on the ground, Craig reached for Skyler.
Jackson was almost to the van, almost in my reach. His hand extended as he swayed and as the ground rocked once more violently, I fell down with Joie and Jackson sailed forward.
Despite the noise of the earthquake, I heard it. I heard as his head connected with the side of the van. Jackson sprang up and then fell down.
�Jackson!�
Then it all stopped.
�Try the van,� Peter ordered.
�Is my daughter okay?� Tony called from the van. �Is Joie ok?�
Melissa answered, �She�s fine.�
And I rushed to my son at the same time as Craig.
�I�m okay, I�m okay,� Jackson sat up. �I�m�� his eyes rolled back in his head and blood poured from his temple. It was almost as if he had no control. His head wobbled back and forth.
I heard the van start.
�Let�s get him in the van,� Craig said. �I�ll check him out there.�
�I�m fine.� Jackson repeated groggily. �I�m fine.�
Skyler and Duke helped get Jackson in the van, as Peter insisted we �move it�. We had to move, he said, to gain as much ground as we could and as quickly as possible.
He didn�t say why, but I knew we�d find out.
<><><><>
We were jammed packed in that van and I didn�t want to know how fast Tony was going. We zipped across the Pennsylvania border before I realized it. We were close, very close.
Peter sat up front, asking Tony over and over if he knew the exact location of the bunker.
�I�ve been there several times over the years,� Tony said. �I could go there blindfolded.�
�Good. You may need to.�
I wanted to ask him why he said that but I was too concerned with Jackson. Craig had placed a quick bandage on his head and stated that Jackson definitely had a concussion. His eyes were blood shot and his pupils not responding properly.
Jackson was defiant. He insisted he was fine. That he just had a headache.
However, my son was talking funny, as if he were drunk. His words were slurred and times hard to understand.
�What does this mean?� I asked Craig. �Will he be okay?�
�He will be as long as he doesn�t overdo it or sustain another injury. He needs to rest.�
�I�m fine,� Jackson said.
�So we heard.� Craig retorted.
I was focused on my son, and finally looked up when I heard a sound coming from the roof of the van.
The sky had increasingly darkened and to me, it only made sense that it was rain. But the rain sounded funny, heavy and it smacked hard like hail against the van.
�What is that?� I asked.
Tony replied, �Mud. It looks like mud.�
�Watch your speed now,� Peter said. �How far out are we?�
�We have to leave the main road.� Tony replied.
�Be careful. This is ash.�
�Ash?� Tony asked. �It�s wet.�
�It is right now, but it won�t be for long. Keep a steady pace.� Peter said. �No quick turns, treat it like snow.�
Staying close to my son, I watched as we drove. Everyone grew silent, as if we were riding in a snow storm and within minutes it seemed as if we were.
The dark, black, wet ash became lighter and it came down worse than any blizzard I had ever seen. The windshield wipers did little to clear the ash and the road was barely visible.
We looked as if we were driving into a thick gray wall. It fell fast and furiously.
�I can�t see anything,� Tony said.
�Keep it steady,� Peter said.
�It�s ahead on this road,� Tony said. �About seven miles.�
The van jolted.
�Are you absolutely sure it is on this road?� Peter asked.
�Positive.�
�Push it, Tony.�
The van choked and jolted. �What the hell?� Tony asked.
�Push it as far as you can.� Then Peter turned and faced us. �Listen. The air filter is clogging; it won�t be long before this van dies. We will have to walk. There�s no doubt about it. Doctor, did you bring any face masks?�
�I did.� Craig replied.
�Enough for us all?�
�Yes.�
�Get them.�
Craig reached over Skyler for his bag.
�Woman with the baby,� Peter said. �Keep that child covered. The little one too. The ash may look big but there are tiny particles that are easily inhaled.�
�She�s heating up,� Tony announced.
Peter kept instructing. �The final thing. That ash may look harmless, but it carries a high acid content and is hot to the touch.�
I snapped my fingers. �The thermal emergency blankets. I have eight.�
�That will have to do,� Peter said. �We�ll share. We�ll walk in pairs and keep covered. It will not be easy to walk in. And when this van stops we will need to go. Hopefully, God willing, we will be able to see this place.�
�Come on, come on, please. Not much further.� Tony begged the van, as if it would make a difference.
Our vehicle sputtered and jolted and coughed like a sick animal.
Calmly, Craig passed out the masks and I knew there was nothing I could do about the blankets until we stopped.
�Mom,� Jackson looked at me. �I�m not feeling so good.�
�We�re almost there.� I told him.
Tony let out a victorious laugh. �Yes. The drug store. Finally I saw something. The turn is right ahead. As soon as we turn we�re��
The van stopped.
�No.� Tony beat his hand against the steering wheel. �No.�
The insulation of the falling ash caused a deadened silence in the van similar to any blizzard or snow storm.
It looked like snow, but I knew it wasn�t.
A new world emerged outside the van. Ash piled up quickly, and while we placed on our face masks, we charted a plan.
Tony told us we were close. We had made it to the road and the bunker was less than three miles up the road. Three miles. It didn�t seem like much, but without any visibility, it could have been a hundred miles.
Would we even see the road?
Before leaving the van, the masks were on our faces and I was able to get blankets to everyone.
Spencer Price toted Melissa�s things, wrapped the blanket around her and Nelly and they paired off.
I opted to leave our rations and water. It was too heavy to carry. Without it, we had only two small bags.
We weren�t out of the van a minute when Jackson threw up.
�You okay? Can you do this?� I asked him.
Jackson nodded.
Melissa carried that baby, she covered herself in a blanket, as did Peter.
Craig and Skyler carried their items, while sharing a blanket.
Like me and Jackson, Tony didn�t have much. His bag was tossed over his shoulder and he carried Joie, while leading the way.
The shiny blankets were barely visible through the fast falling ash, and I focused on Tony.
We moved slowly, especially those of us who shared a blanket. The temperature rose and not only could I feel the heat on my back, the tiny particles that hit against my exposed hand burned.
Jackson was dragging. I could feel that we had started up a slope, and getting traction wasn�t easy. My feet slipped and the soles of my shoes were hot.
A few minutes into the journey, Jackson vomited again.
We were slow, and far behind. We couldn�t keep up.
It grew increasingly difficult to see. The ash kept resting on my eye lashes but I feared rubbing them.
Every part of me tingled with a burning sensation.
Jackson slowed down even more, his balance was off. Twice, while trying to guide him, I fell knees first and Jackson stumbled with me.
I wanted to cry out for someone to help, but everyone was ahead of us. Too far to hear my call.
Then Jackson stopped.
�We have to keep moving. We have to.� I told him.
�Mom, I can�t. I�� His eyes rolled back and then Jackson fell face forward to the ash.
The weight of his body carried me with him and I went down too. The ash bellowed upward in a cloud.
�Jackson!� I screamed.
I rolled him over. Was he breathing? My son, my poor son. �Oh God. Get up!� I placed my hands to his cheeks. �Get up. Please get up.� I shook his face.
Jackson didn�t respond.
�Jackson!�
I was done. How far behind had we fallen? I wanted to cry.
I lifted my head in one final attempt to call out when I saw Tony headed our way. In fact, everyone had stopped.
They stopped for us and walked back.
�Keep going!� Tony told them. �Head up the hill.�
Tony�s face peeked through the blanket and he reached down to Jackson.
�He�s not responding,� I whimpered �What do we do?�
Tony took off his blanket and handed Joie over to me. �Keep her covered.� he said. �Get her up that hill. You�ll see it. You�ll see the fence.�
�What�.�
His dark eyes stared intently into mine. �You carry my child, I�ll carry yours.�
�But��
�Go.� He instructed.
Joie�s arms latched tightly around my neck and her legs gripped around my waist. I told her to hold on, while I adjusted my bags and wrapped the blanket around us.
�Go,� Tony said, then he covered Jackson completely with the blanket, bent down and lifted my son.
I tried to get a footing, to move, but I kept looking back.
Jackson was not a small person. He was tall and lanky. Tony didn�t hoist him over his shoulder because of the head injury. Instead, as hard as it was to move in the ash, as heavy as Jackson was, Tony exposed and unprotected from the burning elements, trudged onward without a flinch with my son in his arms.

22 � SANCTUARY

Lillyville Bunker

I don�t know how long it took to walk up that hill. It seemed to take forever. I had to put Joie down a couple times to take a break and then continue on.
No one spoke, everyone stayed focused. Especially Melissa. She led the pack, baby in arms, bound and determined to get there with that child.
As far as my child, I kept looking back. Each time, hoping that I would see Jackson walking. But he wasn�t, he was still in Tony�s arms. Tony, like me, had to stop. I�d watch him pause, bend down to one knee, take a breather and hoist Jackson once more to continue trudging on.
The mask was too big for Joie�s tiny face and it kept slipping. She started to cough and I cradled her head between my head and shoulder.
�Shallow breaths,� I told her. �We have to be close.�
Even I, with that mask over my mouth started to feel it. A tickle in my throat and sluggish breathing. I could only imagine how easily a small child would get ill.
It was gray, completely gray. The ash fell steadily and sweat ran down my face due to the increasing temperature. The sweat mixed with the ash, causing a soot. My legs grew heavy and sore. The ash had accumulated up to my ankles.
Then I spotted Melissa. She took off, in fact, she started to sprint. I knew that could only mean one thing. She saw it.
I gasped out emotionally, hugged Joie and told her. �We�re here. We have to be here.�
And finally, I caught a glimpse of it, or rather the fence. It was the type of fence used for high security, and that invigorated me to keep going. My legs hurt, breathing was tough, a burning hit my gut from carrying the weight of Joie and my bag. Yet suddenly I had the energy. The fence drew more and more into my line of sight.
I couldn�t see anything beyond that fence. It looked barren, deserted and dark. Like a dismal winter day.
Melissa neared the fence and when she did, two armed guards raced over. They were covered completely, face and all, in some sort of military hazmat suits. They fiddled with the fence for a second and then they opened it.
Melissa pointed back and then one of the guards disappeared quickly with her.
The thick, high fence which reminded me of a cage, extended far and wide. It surrounded the circumference of the property.
Once I drew close enough, I was able to see more. It looked like an empty field. I wasn�t even sure there was any grass. Not that it mattered.
There were maybe four or five trees scattered around. Where did the others go?
I was one of the last to get to the gate. Everything came into view.
A good hundred feet away was a small beat up shack but that wasn�t where the others were headed. Beyond that, far beyond that, even with the ash in my eyes, I saw the unmistakable entrance to the bunker.
There was no hiding it. Not like it needed a sign. Just a small grade or hill of dirt and the thick concrete triangle entrance way that wasn�t very deep. The doors were wide enough for a vehicle to drive through. They were open and all I saw was black. No lights.
Our people moved toward the bunker.
The guard put his hand on my back, then pointed. But I waited. I waited until I saw Tony was close enough before I walked over.
Half way there, I noticed a light. It was orange and it lit the passage way. Probably a lantern, because it didn�t have the whiteness of artificial light. I would have assumed it was emergency lighting of some kind.
The guard took the blanket from me, then dusted off some of the ash from my body and I stepped inside and set Joie down.
�I want Daddy.� She ran to the entrance.
�Stay here. He�s coming.� I pointed then looked around.
From what I could see of the interior, it looked like a big garage with concrete walls all around. A single camping lantern sat on the floor. It only illuminated a short distance. There were unlit emergency lights all around.
Craig began to open his medical box, taking things out that he would need. He took the single unused blanket and laid it on the floor. �I�ll check the baby, after I check Jackson. I need water. Does anyone have water?�
The one guard handed him a canteen and Craig stood up to make way for Tony who carried Jackson. �Place him here,� Craig said.
Tony laid him down and I immediately raced over. My son looked bad. His skin was pale. �Is he breathing?� I asked Craig, my hands smoothing over his face. I just wanted to hold him, he was still my child, no matter how old he was.
Craig lowered the stethoscope. �Yeah. I need some room. I�m sorry.�
I understood. I was hovering and I inched back.
�Where are the lights?� Tony asked. �Why are there no lights? What happened? Did something go wrong?�
The guard removed his hood. �No, Boss. Not that we know of.�
�Did our engineer not make it?� Tony quizzed.
Another man stepped forward. He wasn�t in any protective gear and emerged from the shadows. He was a man in his late twenties, early thirties, and he wore a baseball cap. �That would be me. I�m Tom. Everything is below. Batteries are still encased so we couldn�t fire up any flashlights.�
Tony tossed up his hands. �Why not? We need to get these people below. We have a sick baby and an injured man. We have to get them to the medical setup.�
Tony was right. Why were we in a concrete hallway? I watched as Skyler tried to get Jackson to take water and Craig prepared an IV line.
�I�m on my last bag here,� Craig said. �I know we have some below.�
�That�s not the problem,� Tom said. �If we take them down, we take them down into a black pit. We had to wait for you to power up. We got the order to button the hatch. That locked it down as we powered down. This was the location with the fail safe. Because of its location being where it is and the general ability that people would have to find it, we installed the fail safe so the bunker would be useless if Anna Jenner wasn�t here.�
I moved forward. �I�m here. I�m Anna.�
�She�s here. Power up.� Tony instructed. �I don�t understand how identifying her would matter.�
�It�s not identifying her,� said Tom. �The fail safe is a lock. A manual combination code over the main door. Only she knows the combination.�
I shook my head. �I don�t know the combination.�
�The Senator picked it himself and said you would know it,� Tom stated.
�Did you think�� Tony said. �To� I don�t know� leave a man down there?�
No one answered.
�I didn�t think so. Ok, let�s unlock that door,� Tony said. �And Tom, you know what to do once we have it open.�
�Main room is first level; I�ll fire up the generators and get the power on.�
�You ready?� Tony asked me.
I sighed out and looked over to Jackson. �I hate to leave him.�
�It won�t take long,� Tom told me. �Really, you can come right back up.�
I nodded and held up my hand, then walked over to Jackson and crouched down. �Hey, sweetie. I have to go. I�ll be right back.�
Craig looked at me. �He�s pretty weak. I think� I think we may have some hemorrhaging. That explains him being out of it. I know we have rough surgical capabilities downstairs, but I need you to be aware. In case� in case I have to operate.�
�How� how did this happen? He was fine.�
�The injury was worse than we thought. It�s so hard to tell without an x-ray or scan.�
�He�s gonna make it, right? He�s okay; it�s just a head injury.�
Craig laid his hand over mind. �Anna, I don�t know. I really don�t. I won�t know until I get him downstairs and for that to happen, you have to get these lights on.�
�Mom�� Jackson called out weakly.
I gasped in happiness and shock, and clutched my child�s hand. �I�m here.�
Jackson tried with diligence to open his eye fully. �I�m sorry.�
�No, it�s okay. It�s okay.� I leaned forward and kissed him. �You don�t need to apologize. Just get better for me.� I kissed him again. �I love you.�
�I� I love you.�
Exhaling, I smiled in relief and my eyes met Craig�s. �He�s conscious. That�s a good sign, right?�
Craig closed his eyes for a second. �It�s a good sign.�
�Thank you.� The feeling of dread and concern over Jackson was replaced with some optimism. My son had opened his eyes, spoken and said he loved me. The best way to help him was to get those lights on.
I stood and finally looked around at everyone. They were waiting, watching, doing nothing much else. What could they do?
Tony had lifted Joie and embraced her.
Nelly took her hand, and brought the child into the folds of her protective arms.
�I�m ready,� I said.
Tom then announced. �We have to be careful. It�ll be dark.�
�Let me guess,� Tony quipped.�You only brought up one lantern.�
�My phone.� I reached down to my bag. �We can use it as light. It works, remember? And�� from my bag, I pulled a candle.
�You have a candle in your purse?� Tony asked.
�I have several. I grabbed them from the rations we left behind. I don�t have a light though.�
One of the guards commented. �We have like ten thousand down stairs.� Then mumbled. �Lot of good it does us.�
The smoker. Nelly. I knew she had a light. I no sooner faced her then she was pulling out a small box of matches from her smoker�s paradise handbag.
�Here,� she said. �I didn�t bring a lighter. They don�t last.�
�Thank you.� I clutched the matches. I glanced one more time to Jackson, said a short prayer in my mind that he�d be all right, then I walked toward the interior bunker door.
To me, at that moment, that door was our last hurdle and then we�d be safe. I was sure of it.

23 � THE LAST MATCH

The guards sealed the blast doors to the bunker to keep the ash from blowing into the bay. It was time to get the lights turned on.
Tom led the way and reached for the door. �We�ll have to go through this, down a short corridor and then down some stairs. That�s the door you need to open.�
I understood. Tony was behind me and before we went through, I said to him. �I just want to thank you for carrying my son.�
�You already did.�
�Well, I�m thanking you again because I don�t remember.�
It was already darker by that door, when the three of us arrived. When Tom pushed on the metal door, it looked liked he pushed into a black wall.
I handed Tony the candle and reached for the matches.
�Don�t drop any,� Tony said. �I know we have ten thousand, but if this doesn�t work and this place doesn�t light up, we�re gonna be using an awful lot of them.�
That match, that single match. It could very well be the first of many to give us our light or it could be the last I had to strike out of necessity.
There was a certain amount of fear in lighting that match.
The orange flame, the candle would both be reminders of the dark ages we were about to enter.
I finally lit the match and then the wick on the emergency candle and passed it to Tom.
He led the way, but even my candle didn�t give that much light or really allow me to see what things looked like.
We made our way down a short corridor to an open doorway.
�Careful,� Tom said. �Stay close and hold the rail. The steps themselves are narrow as it is. So don�t overstep.�
They were narrow and steep. We walked slowly down ten steps, around a bend, down ten more, and so forth. I dreaded walking back up them.
It felt as if we went down five flights, but I lost count worrying about the journey.
�Once we get the lights on, you�ll be able to see on the way up.� Tom said.
�Keep in mind,� Tony said. �I only oversaw the designing. If I had I designed it, I would have put a full elevator in.�
�We have a lift,� Tom said. �From storage up. And don�t let him blow smoke up your ass, I saw the final requisition, and the orders. No elevator. Anthony something or other.�
�Guilty. Man, is it dark.�
�Yeah, I feel bad for the chickens.� Tom inched back to show me the lock.
I was still mentally questioning the use of the word �chickens�.
�Here it is.� He showed me an old style dial latch, all set to zeros. Six digits were needed to open the door.
�That�s it?� Tony pointed. �That�s the big, hi tech security system and fail safe?�
�There are one million possible combinations,� Tom quipped. �You gonna try them all?�
�No,� Tony shook his head. �I would use C4 and blow the door. But that�s just me.�
�Not all of us walk around with C4.�
�Gentlemen,� I interrupted. �Let�s get this done. Tom hold the candle. Cause I don�t have any idea what the number would be.�
�Six digits, has to be a date,� Tony suggested. �Try it.�
I took a breath and put in the first date that came to mind. I rolled each digit to be precise. My birthday.
Nothing.
Jackson�s birthday.
Nothing.
Not even Gil�s birthday.
Tony suggested again, �Try your anniversary. He is sentimental. After all the guy built you this shelter.�
I tried the anniversary. Nothing. It didn�t work.
I growled in frustration and turned around, back against the door. �I have no idea. I tried the dates only I would know. I can�t imagine a date, Gil knew, that I for�� My words slowed. �Got.� And I spun around.
�I think she knows.� Tony said.
After rolling in the digits, I actually heard the click. �Yes.� I clenched my fist.
Tom opened the door and slipped inside. �Give me a second to get the generators started.� He raced down the hall and to the next door.
�What date was it?� Tony reached for my phone and used it to give us some light.
�The day our divorce was finalized.�
�You remembered that?�
�Actually, Gil did. It was finalized on April Fool�s day and he kept insisting it didn�t count. I always said it was the one date I wouldn�t forget. Because of when it was.� My head cocked when the beautiful sound of humming rang out.
Next thing, Tom shouted, �And the Lord said�.�
A series of shifting occurred and the whole area lit up.
I smiled. �Let there be light.�
We were a tubular hallway; it looked like a well painted storm drain with a flat floor.
Tom appeared at the other end, standing in the door. �You can bring everyone down now. Tony, you know where to take them.�
�I do.�He handed me my phone and led the way.
�When is the last time you were here?� I asked.
�About two months ago. This one was my favorite, my baby. Although the one in Germany is sweet. One level but it�s all veins and spider webs. An underground city. We never finished the west wing. We always said that could be a project for survivors to pass the time.� He propped up the fail safe door and we headed up the stairs.
�It feels very safe here.�
�It is. It feels removed.�
We talked less walking up, it was quite a journey. About two thirds of the way there, I told Tony he should have put in an elevator.
To which he replied, �Yeah, tell me about it.�
There was a positive feeling that stirred within me. Knowing we were safe and sound. Knowing we would be sheltered from most of what was going to happen.
Yes, we had been though a lot to get there, but we arrived and with that arrival came life.
We were going to live through it.
That was such a positive thing, I couldn�t help but feel better. Much more upbeat, we reached the top, caught our breath and Tony opened the door.
The concrete bay, just inside the entrance was no longer dim and lit by a single lantern. It was brightened by old fashioned, caged in bulb lights on the wall.
As we emerged, everyone was gathered near the door. Huddled in a group, their backs were to us.
Everyone.
There were no voices or talking, only odd sounds of sniffles and coughs.
Tony glanced at me then called out. �What�s going on?�
Immediately, Joie slipped from the group and raced over to Tony. He lifted her.
Then all of them, at the same time, turned and looked at me.
I took two steps forward and as I did they parted like the red sea to expose Craig on the floor with Jackson. He was holding my son�s hand.
Face red, eyes glossed over and with a look of pain and desperation, Craig peered up at me. �I�m sorry, Anna. I am so sorry.� His head lowered. �Jackson�s gone.�

24 � EXTINGUISHED

At first there was nothing. No words, no movement, sound� nothing. I felt nothing, I said nothing. I was frozen for a moment in time.
�Jackson is gone.�
It had to be a joke, it had to be wrong. He was there, speaking to me, only ten minutes earlier. He was sleeping, that was all. Everyone looked at me, waiting for me to react. How long did I stand there?
It was a second, maybe two, but it felt like an eternity. My vision zoomed in on Jackson.
Tony�s reactionary, and deep, �No�, snapped me out of it and I ran to my son, sliding down to the floor.
�Jackson.� His name slipped from my lips with air and emotions.
His tee shirt was ripped off and open, his chest was red, and dot of blood was on the center of his chest. A syringe lay next to him and a manual resuscitator bag was near his head.
All that could be done, was done. Someone tried. I saw that. But it wasn�t real. It was so far from real until my trembling hand reached down and touched on his face.
My son was already cool.
�No.� I whimpered the word. �No, No-no-no-no.�
Inching closer, I lifted his head and pulled him to me. He was heavy and his arms fell to the side and I brought them up. I rolled him into my chest, trying to absorb him, all of him as close to me as I could get him.
Every part of life and light within me was extinguished at that moment.
I was crushed, my soul melted and my heart failed to beat. I kept repeating the word �no� over and over. Internally I was screaming at the top of my lungs, externally my cries of anguish were silent. Mouth open, I couldn�t make a noise. I couldn�t produce enough air to make a sound.
My jaw was tense, and face burned with emotions. Not a single tear fell until I closed my eyes. Then they didn�t stop. They rolled continuously down my cheeks, landing on my son as muddy droplets.
I didn�t see anyone, nor did I care to. Encompassed by my heart wrenching loss, one I couldn�t even comprehend, I held my son, shut my eyes and didn�t move.
I sobbed. With everything I was, I sobbed.

How long had I sat there on that floor holding my son? Staring at him and the peaceful innocence that swept across his face. Seeing the child I carried, the boy he was and the man he became. I sat there long enough for his body to become rigid and his skin even colder.
I was so engrossed in my loss and grief, I didn�t see anyone leave. Yet, they were gone. I could have been there for hours or even days, it didn�t matter. No amount of time was long enough to say goodbye.
A pair of legs walking toward me drew my attention. It was Tony.
He approached me and crouched down before me. His dark eyes locked on to mine.
�I�m sorry. I am very sorry.�
I planted my lips to Jackson. �Me too.�
�I wish there was something I could say. Some words of wisdom or a magic phrase. But the truth is, there is nothing. Nothing I can say or give you that will take way this pain you�re feeling. Time is the only thing that eases it.�
�A part of me just� I just want to stand up and walk out those doors, keep on walking and not look back. I just want to die to be with my son.�
�I know you do. I don�t blame you. But you can�t. You can�t do that. Jackson wouldn�t want you to. You know it. Truth is, I really need you here with me on this one. Mentally and physically. So you have my word and I promise you,� Tony took my hand in his. �I will walk you through this every step of the way. As long as those steps and that walk isn�t out that door.�
My lips trembled and I fought more tears, although I doubted any more would come right then. I had cried a year�s worth already.
�And here is a hard truth. Just bear with me, okay?� Tony spoke gently. �I know this isn�t something you want to hear. Under normal circumstances, this wouldn�t be talked about. But things aren�t normal. It is going to get ugly out there, pretty bad and pretty fast. Soon we won�t have the option. I believe we should bury him and we need to do so sooner than later. In the world as we knew it, funerals and services aided in the grief process. We�ll do that. I swear, we�ll do that. Whatever you want. But we really do need to bury him.�
�I don�t know if I can let him go,� I clenched my son and whimpered.
�Emotionally you will always hold him.�
My lips were swollen and hurt and I moistened them. �I sat here, holding him and I was thinking. I thought a lot. Why now? Why when things were planned for him to live did my son have to die? When he was born, the umbilical cord was wrapped around his neck. He wasn�t breathing, no heart beat, but he came back. I could have lost him and never known him.� I sniffled. �When he was nine, he was hit by a car. They told us he was going to die. He didn�t. I could have lost him and never seen him learn to play guitar, drums, sing and grow. I got that chance. He was a gift that I had on borrowed time. I knew it. I knew it his whole� short life.� My face tensed up in pain.
�Is is a gift. You can look at this as a loss, and it is, the biggest loss you will ever suffer. More than the entire goddamn world blowing up, this is bigger. You can carry it as a loss for the rest of your life, or you can view it as eighteen great years that ended too fucking soon.�
�It�s a lot to take in right now.�
�I know it is. Trust me, I know it is.�
From my focus on Jackson, I raised my eyes and locked in a stare with Tony.
He reached down and ran his hand over Jackson�s head, then across my cheek. I leaned my head into his hand.
�Just give me a couple more minutes.�
Tony nodded and stood. He had things to finish, that was how he put it, and where he went after he walked away, I didn�t know.
I focused only on Jackson and holding my son in my arms one last time.

25 � NUMB

The heavy, fast and violent winds caused the ash to swirl up like mini cyclones. In the midst of that all, we buried my son.
Tony, Spencer Price and Skyler had gone out and dug a grave. We gently placed my son in there and paused for a moment. Skyler said a prayer and Tony and Spencer covered it.
I just wept.
We marked the grave with a metal tube and then returned to the bunker and closed the doors.
I wasn�t in the mood for a grand tour, nor was I offered one. I guess Tony figured I would see it in time. And I would.
There was an emptiness that consumed me. A hollow being just moving around, I was numb, completely numb and wanted only to get cleaned up and my clothes changed.
I would start to process everything as best as I could after that.
There was one thing I knew for sure. I had paid very little attention to anything when we turned on the lights. My journey to getting cleaned up was completely different.
The stairwell reminded me of one I would find in a school. It descended fifty feet. That was what Tony told me.
The fail safe door was open and what I hadn�t noticed during my first trip down, was the tube like hallway went left and right.
Painted neatly on the wall in red were the words �Hive One� and �Hive Two�, with arrows that indicated the direction.
We went left to Hive two.
I didn�t ask what it meant. I would learn that later. We passed the Switch Room door. It was open and Tom sat inside.
Tony knocked once on the open door. �Hey, Pete wants us topside in fifteen.�
Tom nodded and returned to looking at screen. It appeared to be nothing, but greenish images.
�What is he doing?� I asked.
�He�s just looking outside. It�s pretty dark out there so he has the night cam on.�
Next to the Switch Room door was another set of steps that kept going down but we got off at the first landing.
�This hall,� Tony said. �Runs the circumference of this level. Only Floor One doesn�t have that.�
The hall was narrow and we didn�t walk for long. We arrived at a door marked with a �A-2�.
�This is your room.� He pushed open the door. �Everything you need is here. The clothes might be big or small. I didn�t get them. That wasn�t my domain.�
I was shocked when I stepped into a warmly lit room. It was oddly shaped, wider by the door and growing narrow like a slice of pie. And in fact it was a slice room on a circular floor.
It was pretty big, with a bed, dresser, and it looked like a hotel room, complete with chair. I faced Tony. �Are all the rooms like this?�
He chuckled once. �No. This is like the Captain�s quarters. This room was always for you. You even have�� He pointed to the picture on the wall that looked like a window. �It�s a digital picture to give the effect of day and night. You can shut it off. A couple of the others have them. There are a few double rooms but the rest are dorm style. Single bed, small dresser that your knees hit. Well except for Jack�� He cleared his throat. �Jackson�s room. It�s almost this nice. I�ll bring up your bag when we�ve finished removing the ash. They have a special��
�Where is Jackson�s room?� I asked.
Tony pointed to a door in my room. �There and I�ll show you.� He walked out and we turned to our right. �Here.� He pointed to the door then reached for it.
�No, I don�t want to see it.�
�I understand.� He withdrew his hand.
�Did you grab your room yet?�
�Not yet.�
�Then I want you and Joie in that room.�
�Anna, that is not��
�Please. I want you and Joie there. Ok?�
�We�ll see. Anyhow�� he exhaled. �There is no plumbing in the rooms. All facilities are community style. Two per floor, that�s it. And the showers are on a timer.� Tony led the way down the hall. �Three minutes after the time you turn the water on, it goes off. And don�t try to fake it out. There�s a ten minute delay before it will start again. It�s a way to conserve the water even though we have a processing system.�
He pushed open the bathroom door. �It�s not big, it�s not much, but it functions.�
I thanked Tony and followed him back to my room so I could get some clothes. Most of what was in the drawers was very generic. Old cargo style pants, cotton pants with an elastic waist similar to scrubs, tee shirts and sweatshirts.
I wanted the clothes and pictures I brought, but I supposed I�d get them as soon as they were de-ashed.
Brief instructions in mind, I headed to get cleaned up. I hoped that would help me some, but I knew it wouldn�t.
I washed quickly knowing my time limit, then stood in the warm water until it stopped running.
Physically the shower helped. Emotionally, I knew nothing would.
I got dressed in the tiny bathroom then returned to my room, because I honestly didn�t know what to do next. Tony mentioned to Tom that Peter wanted everyone topside, but I didn�t know what that meant. Were we going outside?
When I stepped into my room, I saw a glass. It sat on the table next to my bed. Immediately I walked to it and lifted it. I could smell the alcohol. It was too thick to be whiskey and too brown to be wine. When I took a sip, I realized it was brandy. It warmed my chest. Bringing it to my lips again, I noticed my hands were shaking.
I placed the glass down and sat on the bed. My body felt so internally heavy.
There was a single knock on the door and Tony stood there. He was cleaned up. �Hey, I know you aren�t up to it and that you did your own studying, but Peter is gonna explain what�s going on out there if you wanna come up.�
Sitting in that new room, even though it didn�t hold any memories, I found myself staring at the walls and thinking of my sadness. With my glass of brandy in hand, I joined Tony.
It wouldn�t take away what I was feeling, but for a short span of time listening to an expert like Peter Fleishmann might take my mind off of things, if only for a little while.

26 � PHASE SEVEN

No amount of time, whether short or long, and no amount of walking could prepare me for seeing everyone together for the first time in the aftermath of losing my son.
We took the steps back up and across that hall way following the arrow to Hive Two. The door had a glass panel and I could see everyone in there.
Upon entering, we passed though a large kitchen and straight to the dining hall. Unlike Hive One, this room was square and along the entire length of the wall was one of those windows. It looked like daytime with mountains behind it.
Everyone stopped their conversations and stopped what they were doing when I walked in.
If they were seated, they stood.
Everyone had cleaned up and no longer did they look dirty and desperate. They looked normal.
As I passed each one of them, they conveyed saddened and sympathetic looks, each telling me they were sorry.
I screamed inside. I wanted them to not say a word, not say anything. I had to remember they were good people who cared. I nodded my acknowledgment of their condolences and then joined the long table where Peter sat with a lap top.
�I�m very sorry for your loss,� Peter said, standing and bowing his head before sitting back down.
�Thank you,� I said then looked around. �Thank you, everybody.�
I still had my drink and I took a sip.
�I was just filling in everyone about phases,� Peter explained. �There are many. Impact, EMP, earthquake and ash. We had the high winds and are too far inland to experience the Tsunami that rippled over the globe, which it did. Coastal cities you knew and loved are gone.�
Melissa raised her hand. �Even the east coast?�
�Sadly, yes. From one body of water to the other, the vibration carried,� Peter explained. �The next phase is called ejecta. Phase Seven. When the object slammed into the earth�� He used his fist to demonstrate, pummeling it into his hand. �It sent debris high into the atmosphere. The ash wasn�t the ejected. That debris will fall. It will range in size and each, as they enter our atmosphere, will ignite. It�s a short phase, but very powerful. It�s a crap shoot where they will hit. We may get bombarded here or we may only get hit once. But the fact is, no matter where they hit, it will start a firestorm. In a chain reaction, the earth will be an inferno. Fires everywhere. The sky will look as if it is on fire and for days, temperatures will reach two hundred degrees� globally. Except at ground zero. There�� he exhaled causing a flutter to his lips. �A thousand, maybe more.�
Craig was the next to question. �Here too?�
Peter nodded. �Here, too. As the fire rages it will warm things up. Enjoy it. Because one, it will be the only light we have and two, the smoke and ash carry upward. When the comet struck the ocean it vaporized water and bedrock into tiny microscopic particles that will float outside our Earth. Think of the Earth as a giant cotton candy machine, spinning and gathering. Once it mixes with all that ash and smoke, the sun will be blocked out. Total darkness. Once all the fires are out, all light will be gone for a while. Four, six, eight weeks. We won�t know. We can only keep checking through our scope.�
�And we will. I will,� Tom said. �I will constantly check. Even though I am pretty confident in the scope, and it was tested for extreme heat, I�ll not leave it up constantly during the high temperatures. And I did pull it down as a safeguard now.�
I asked, �Why now? Why already?�
�That phase� what was it?� Tom snapped his finger a few times, showing he was thinking. �Seven. I think. The fire bombs? Yeah, that phase. It has started.�
I finished my drink, set it down and said, �Excuse me.� After standing, I made a bee line for the exit.
�Anna.� Tony called my name.
I kept walking.
�Anna. Stop.�
I did. I stopped in the hall by the fail safe door.
�Where are you going?�
�I have got to see this.� I walked through and began taking the stairs and did so quickly.
�Are you nuts? You want to see this?�
�Yes, Tony. I want to see it. And if that makes me nuts, I guess I am.� I kept walking, then looked over my shoulder. �And no, I�m not killing myself.�
�So why go? Do you know how hot it will be?�
�According to Peter, not as hot as it will get.�
I was almost there, almost at the top.
�Anna.�
�Tony. I saw the comet, watched the electro pulse, felt the earthquake and walked in the ash storm.� I pushed open the door to the bay. When I did I heard explosions, small ones and could feel a slight vibration beneath my feet.
With determination I headed toward the blast doors. Hands extended, I paused before opening them. �If my world is ending then I am going to watch it happen, as much as I can, every step of the way. I have to.�
Tony took a deep breath. He looked frustrated and then he too placed his hand on the door. �One door. Only one. Okay? Just a peek.�
I agreed and then we both pushed together.
It was still dark out and warm. A lot warmer than it was earlier. I honed in on the sound of the next explosion, but standing at the doors I couldn�t see a thing, so I stepped out.
Tony didn�t bother calling or warning me, he joined me.
We didn�t move out very far. We stayed within the safety of the concrete bunker entrance. But even a few feet out, the temperatures were at least twenty degrees hotter.
It was breathtaking and I was somewhat in awe. Standing there afforded me the chance to see and to watch the sky. The clouds rolled fast, swirling around as red lightening seared through them. It wasn�t explosions as much as booming thunder. Specks of fiery light zipped though the sky sailing toward earth as if a rain of fire descended from the heavens.
Constant and steady.
Several landed with a vengeance in the distance far enough from us for safety, but close enough for us to see that wherever they landed, a blazing inferno erupted.
It was the start of what I could only imagine would be nothing less than hell on earth.

27 � WAKING

August 5

The storm of fire lasted only twenty minutes, but the fires that spread across the horizon had a hypnotizing effect to them with a orange glow that seemed to get bigger and brighter. The temperature rose, but wasn�t unbearable. The smell of smoke and the constant tickling in my throat caused me to retreat back inside.
That night, the first night after Jackson�s death, I barely slept. Every time I closed my eyes, I could hear the �clunk� when his head bounced off the van. It caused a sickening feeling in my gut.
I thought of Jackson all night long, his whole entire life and then I cried some more.
The next day we had a memorial service for Jackson, a service with some religious overtones led by Peter. That surprised me because scientists usually aren�t religious. I coughed all through the ceremony. We then went into a few moments to remember and honor everyone we knew and possibly lost to the comet.
He prayed for their best.
What was the best? If they weren�t in a capable shelter, they were scared, hot and losing hydration.
Even those of us in a stable shelter had an uncertain future.
Everyone wanted to hang back and relax. Other than what I had learned in the car ride, I barely knew any of them. Beyond their names, they were a brick wall to me.
There was time, and that time following the service was not it.
Craig noticed I was coughing a lot and asked if he could take a look and listen.
Sure, why not.
I had some fluid building in my lungs, probably from inhaling the smoke and ash. He also said I had bronchitis. He favored an antibiotic IV and bed rest.
Personally, I thought Craig had an thing about IV�s because he was always sticking that needle into someone.
I agreed and used that as my excuse to stay in my room.
The all night coughing spasms left me unable to sleep well and it had been days since I had a good night�s sleep. Craig gave me a sedative and the third night after Jackson�s death I fell into a deep sleep. I woke up late the next morning. I could tell the time by the digital clocks on the wall along with the picture windows.
But I didn�t feel like getting out of bed.
I rolled over, not coughing nearly as much, and went back to sleep.
Craig came to see me and told me he needed me to get up and move around. I told him �Not yet�. Tony came in several times as well.
I told him to leave.
I didn�t sleep the entire time, but I certainly didn�t get out of bed for any reason other than to go to the bathroom.
The electric cock-a-doodle-do stirred me from a semi sleep. That was the chime of the digital clock to let everyone know it was seven am.
To me that was ridiculous and I went back to sleep. When I was awake, I thought of Jackson and it hurt, but when I slept I dreamed of him and smiled.
A tiny light tapping on my shoulder woke me up and I rolled over onto my back to see Joie.
�Daddy says to tell you, this is the day. You have to get up or he�s coming in and carrying you from bed.�
I blinked a few times, listening to her talk. I never listened to her talk. She spoke so grown up and blinked her eyes mischievously at me.
�Daddy said that?�
�Yep.�
�He made you be the messenger.�
�Yep.�
�Tell Daddy to bite me.� I rolled away onto my side again.
�Okay.�
I listened to the patter of her feet as she ran from my room and closed the door. I must have dozed off again but I woke up to a horrible pain in my left arm. I believed I was having a heart attack with the sudden sharp pain. Grabbing my arm, I hurriedly sat up only to see Tony there.
�You okay?� he asked.
�Yeah, I had this pain.� I blinked a few times to focus and tried to look at my arm. I spotted a slight pinkish color. �How did I�� I lifted my eyes to him. �Did you bite me?�
�You said to.�
I groaned and lay back down.
�Get up, Anna.� Tony said sternly. �I mean it. Let�s go.� He snapped his fingers. �I won�t take no for an answer.�
�What time is it?�
�Ten a.m. So get up, get dressed and meet me in the eating area. I�ll have coffee for you. You have fifteen minutes or I come back.� Tony walked to the door.
�For what?�
He stopped. �Excuse me?�
�You said to get up and get dressed. For what? To do what?�
�You know, Gil went to a lot of trouble to build this shelter, to make sure you survived and would survive.�
�He did it for Jackson.�
�He did it for you both. Both of you.� Tony snapped. �If it were just Jackson, he�d be in another shelter without you.�
�And alive.�
�We don�t know that. That earthquake happened everywhere. And sometimes Anna, as hard as it is to face, sometimes it is just that� our time. Get up. Let�s go. And if you want an answer to your question. You asked why? What for? To do what? How about this as a simple answer. To live.� With that being all he was going to say, Tony opened the door and walked out.
Tony was right.
I had to get up. I didn�t feel full of self pity, I just felt sad. The sadness wasn�t going away anytime soon, that was for sure. Eventually it would ease some, but I couldn�t stay in that room and wait for that to happen.

I took one of those three minutes showers and got dressed in a hurry. I didn�t want to take a chance on Tony coming back. I made my way to Hive Two where he said he�d be waiting. I didn�t see a soul on my walk there, not even Joie.
I passed through the kitchen area and could smell the coffee. The dining portion reminded me of something I would see in an assisted living or retirement home, more so than a bunker. The tables were set, but they were nice and there were plenty of them.
Tony stood staring at the wall length window slash picture.
�I�m here.� I announced.
�You know it�s gonna be a beautiful day. Look at the sky.� He pointed. �Although I can see a few clouds coming our way, but bet they pass by fast.�
�Tony��
�This was a really good idea. I suggested a mural, but this was much better. Actually when you look at it, it gives the illusion of not being a hundred feet below ground. The only thing I can�t figure out�� He turned around, arms folded and leaned against the little table that pressed against the wall. �Why this view? What made this one so special? It�s just a field with some small mountains. Realistic and boring, so why?�
I exhaled and stared at it. �Because that was the only view we ever saw on our vacation. When we were first married we didn�t have any money and we used to take his uncle�s camper to the edge of town to Mr. Winter�s farm and park. We couldn�t afford gas to go anywhere or campground fees, and Mr. Winters was pretty cool about it. We were kids.�
�So you know the exact view.�
�Exact. Yeah. That�s the view from the edge of Mr. Winter�s property. He sent someone out there to film it.�
�Why this one though?�
�Another symbolization. Gil always saw beyond that field. Saying there was so much more out there, we just couldn�t see it. Not yet. It was a symbol that there is more beyond the horizon than just what we see.�
�Wow. He picked that? The guy had it bad for you and he was even married to Gwen at the time. And he still had it bad for you.�
�I think we just had this bond.�
�Who ended it?� Quickly, Tony lifted his hand.�I�m sorry. None of my business.�
�No, it�s fine. I did. I loved him, but not the way he loved me. I�ll always love Gil, but he deserved to be happy and be with someone that wanted to be with him, not feel obligated. Does that make sense?�
�It does.�
�So you dragged me from my room and I�m here. What now?�
�First,� he lifted a finger. �It�s not a bad thing that you can�t be in that room. Second, you need to get to know everyone. You don�t know a thing about these people. Who they are, what they like or how they can help. You brought them here. This is your house. If it was me, I�d want to know the people staying in my house.�
I laughed at that. �It�s not my house.�
�Yeah, Anna it is. We are here and alive because of you.�
�Where are they?� I asked.
�Working.�
�Working?�
�Everyone is staying busy. They all found jobs.�
�What is my job?�
�Not staying in the queen�s quarters, that�s for sure.�
I shook my head at him.
�This is your ship. You have final say. Run it. Watch it run. Learn each aspect of it so you know it.�
�And your job?�
He winked. �I have your back.�
�I need coffee.�
�It�s behind you,� He pointed. �And I thought we�d start with a tour and talk with everyone today. Staying busy will help. It does, even this soon. You didn�t just lose your son, you lost a part of yourself. When you have a kid young in life, you don�t have a chance to grow up and define yourself. That child ends up growing with you and defining you.�
�That is true. And you are pretty profound and deep, A lot more than your sarcastic nature lets on.�
�I�m sure I showed that side to you when we were dating.� He smirked. �Get your coffee. Let�s do this. It will take your mind off of things.�
I finally turned to get my coffee and spoke as I poured it. �I don�t think it will. It�s easy to say it�ll help, but no offense, you don�t know what I�m dealing with.� I brought my coffee to my lips.
There was silence, then Tony cleared his throat. �I became a father at seventeen years old. My son was born just when I graduated high school.�
Slowly I turned around. Another thing I didn�t know about Tony.
He spoke with his head down, only lifting it occasionally as he spoke. �I thought, you know, I�m gonna do right by my kid. I was gonna prove that being a young father didn�t mean I�d screw up. I joined the service. I didn�t marry his mom, but I was a part of Tony�s life.�
I stood, not moving, as he talked.
�When he graduated, I was at the height of my career and ready to retire. He always wanted to join the service. He got in and man was he an excellent soldier. I was so proud.� Tony clenched his fist. �So proud. It was my last tour, and his second one.� Tony gazed up. �He was twenty. And uh� long story short, we were watching a street, and this little girl, little� little girl. Toddler, not even two, stood in the street crying. I saw it. I saw it in my kid�s face that he was worried about the child. All alone. Everyone radioed, �what do we do?�. As sickening as it was, it was a trap and I knew it. I told them it was a trap. Then my kid, disobeyed my orders and ran to the street and grabbed that baby.�
I watched Tony�s close his eyes and I feared what I�d hear next.
�He had her and he ran. I know what he was thinking. Get the kid, get to safety. I was begging in my mind, run. Run, Tony.� He paused. �Then he was shot. Not once, but several times. He went down. Both he and the kid were shot. I lost it. I� lost it. I wanted to go to him, but I was so emotional, two of my men held me back while a few others went to get Tony. It� it was a trap. As soon as they grabbed him, an IED detonated. And�� He grumbled out. �My life changed from that moment on. His mother couldn�t handle the loss and she killed herself. Me, I couldn�t handle the loss and guilt so I threw myself into my work.�
�I�m so sorry, Tony. Thank you so much for telling me. Your son is the reason you started GSS.�
�He is. I worked to make this world a better place. I couldn�t help him, but I could help others in his name. And you need to do the same. Work, focus. I still think of him every day. Some days it still hurts really bad. But it never hurts as bad as the day it happened. The pain doesn�t go away. It just gets easier to live with it.�
I reached out and placed my hand on his arm and squeezed it.
�Work may not always be the key for everyone,� Tony said. �But having a focus beyond the loss is.�
�Then let�s do this.�
�Let�s do this.�
I finished my coffee. My outlook on the day was less gloomy. Hearing Tony�s words made a difference. I felt horrible about his loss but appreciated the fact that in his attempts to be there and help me, he was speaking not only from his heart, but from experience.
I was ready to take those steps and just like Gil saw beyond that every day view of a field to a greater good, I was bound to see beyond the pain to a greater focus.

28 � TOUR AND BOND

As strange as it seemed, I truly felt I knew Tony better than I did a month earlier when I met him. He had opened up. I wondered if there was more or if he laid it all out.
I finished my coffee and grabbed what looked like a thin cracker. In fact it was a nutrient biscuit.
�Tour and talk,� he said. �Don�t feel like you have to get to know everyone deeply. That will come. Ask one question today to show you want to know and that you care. Because they care.�
I looked down as he laid a piece of paper before me with a hand drawn image. �You drew a map.�
�A diagram. It�s rough. But it will help you. Right now we�re in Hive Two. The best way to remember it is everything that isn�t work or sleep is done here. This is the first floor. We eat and cook here. Nelly devised a rotating schedule for cooking and clean up. Below us is like a giant family room. Couches, chairs, a ping pong table, Juke box and books. It also has one of these wall length pictures, but it�s different. I�m curious now whether or not you know what it is.�
�If Gil picked it out, I probably do,� I said.
�Hive Two is not part of the original structure. This was finished a year ago, I think. Hive One, the bay up top and the hatch which is directly above Hive One, they are all part of the original structure.�
I understood. Even though his drawing was rough, as he explained it made sense.
�Do you want to see downstairs?�
�Is anyone there?�
�No. I don�t think so.�
�Then, no, I�m good. Let�s go see Hive One.� I peered closer at the drawings. �Five floors. What is this little box below everything?�
�Storage. That is not drawn to size. Nothing is. The whole system was a miniature thievery of Greenbrier Mountain Bunker. We started with that and then worked our way up.�
�I�m ready.�
Tony led the way.
Getting the grand tour and talking to everyone would help get me focused for the day. Tony explained briefly that there were five floors to Hive One.
The top floor was divided in three. Switch room, medical room and Peter�s office.
Floors two and three were sleeping floors. Floor four was agriculture and floor five at the bottom was where they kept the generators, diesel tanks and water purification system.
On our way out, Nelly walked in with Joie and Baby John.
�Oh,� Nelly smiled. �Good to see you up and about.�
�Thank you. We�re taking the tour.�
�Well, we�re making lunch so be back in a couple hours.�
Joie delightfully added. �We�re cooking rations.�
Tony tilted his head toward her. �Nelly has taken the job of care taker and teacher.�
�I enjoy it,� Nelly said. �Keeps my mind occupied.�
�That�s nice,� I said passively. �Well�� In the middle of my sentence, Tony nudged me and mumbled, �ask her something�. I did. I asked.�Nelly, what did you do in life? I mean for a living, a job.�
�I was a beautician. I worked at a shop and then opened a shop in my home when my daughter was born. But I was a beautician.�
�See?� Tony nodded. �That�s good to know. A useful skill. If it was up to me, I�d use clippers on everyone.�
I thanked Nelly and Tony and I headed out. There was a noticeable temperature increase when we went to the walkway to Hive One.
It cooled some the lower we walked. We decided to start at the bottom and work our way up.
The generator room was loud. Unlike the sleeping floor, that lower level wasn�t sectioned off. It was one big circular room containing the guts of the bunker.
To my surprise, Duke was down there. He was a mechanic all his life, loved to fix things and took on the job of maintenance. Watching the machinery and making sure everything kept running was his new occupation.
�Fourteen thousand gallon tank,� Duke said about the fuel.
�What happens when it runs out?� I asked.
�Hopefully, it won�t. We plan on switching to wind power once the sun returns fully and most of the dust has settled. All of the blades are in storage. The tower is in place, it just needs to rise. Right now we�re burning about forty gallons a day, so we�re good for a while.�
Duke seemed like a no nonsense, straight forward and strong guy. I probably could have guessed every aspect of his life. But seeing how Tony wanted me to ask one question, I did. I asked him what his favorite music was. When he said country, I was thrilled. Jackson loved country and I was certain he had several of his songs that he wrote on his tablet.
I made a mental note that once I was brave enough to fire up his tablet I would let Duke hear them.
Heading to the next floor, Tony told me that the only two people I wouldn�t see were the two guards, Abe and Ben. Somehow I didn�t think those were really their names since at first Tony referred to them as A and B.
Abe and Ben took the night watch, making sure things ran smoothly and there were no problems while we slept. Also, Spencer, our police officer, had come down with a bug similar to mine.
Floor four was agriculture and it was divided into three sections. Growth, research and animals.
We had chickens. Despite the fact that we weren�t near them when we entered the floor, I could hear them.
�Only ten.� Melissa said. �And I know it�s warm, but we have the ultra violet lights running in the interior farm. It looks good. Skyler is with them.�
I asked Melissa why we had an entire floor for agriculture.
She replied. �Because I need to make sure we find a way, either topside or below, to be self sufficient long before our supplies run out. We don�t want to rely on storage. We want to count on growth.�
�Tell me something about yourself,� I said. �That I would be surprised to know.�
�I sew.� Melissa answered without hesitation. �I make my own clothes.�
�You farm and sew?� I asked.
�Yeah, you can say I was preparing for the end of the world long before I knew it.�
We walked to the chicken area, which had fake grass, fake sun and a coop. Skyler was there and I spoke with him for a while. I learned that he spoke three other languages and loved being in the Army. He even offered to help with security in the bunker. Monitoring and so forth.
Tony said he would take him up on that. Skyler would work all the time. He wanted to stay busy and joked that was why he was being the dedicated �Mother Hen�.
It made me smile.
We headed to the top floor. I had seen the medical room and Craig was in there taking inventory of what they had. He told us he hoped there was a never a need for it, but worried in regards to the future because anything we had would be useless in a few years.
Craig was one of those people who thought ahead. He was gentle and cared.
Peters� office was tiny, and he had the least time to make for us. He was comparing statistics from previous impacts, trying to make predictions on the current one.
When I asked him about his life, he stated. �I don�t have time right now. I am trying to be focused. But if you want, I would love to make time for you. I�ll tell you all that you need to know.�
We left Peter�s office, and of course Tony had a sarcastic comment. He stated, �You opened yourself up to the first post apocalypse world stalker. He�s not going to leave you alone.�
Peter had a brilliant mind and a part of me didn�t mind at all spending time with him and listening to him. If I had anything, it was time to learn.
The switch room was last.
�And here�s the man of the hour,� Tony said. �And decade. Because he will keep us running into the next phase.�
Tom sat in a swivel chair and turned to me. �Glad to see you up. How are you feeling?�
�Better, thanks,� I said. �What is all this?�
�All this� is the hub,� Tom replied. �It controls the generators and the meters on the tanks. I watch to make sure everything is running and that nothing is overheating.�
�Speaking of which,� Tony said. �What�s the surface temperature now?�
�Last reading was one ninety-Fahrenheit. It�s bad.�
�People can�t possibly survive that,� I said. �Can they?�
�Yeah, if you think about it. The earth is one big sauna. It�s dry heat like a sauna. They can�t live in it but can travel in brief intervals. It won�t last. Once temperatures take a nose dive, they�ll last a long time.�
�Right now,� Tony added. �We can only gauge by right here. Around us. Once the antenna is lifted, we�ll be able to try to reach out. But we can�t raise it yet. Not yet.�
�Not with the temperatures the way they are,� Tom said. �The antenna is a pretty big deal. It goes pretty high. If we channel enough power to it, we may be able to break through the cotton candy cloud. You know that swirly thing of dust that�s gonna happen. Once that falls, we�ll reach out for sure.�
�Reach out to who?� I asked.
Peter entered the switch room, answering as he did. �For starters, the government surely doesn�t expect us to believe that they don�t have at least one grand survivor shelter out there. I mean, look at this place. One of three. If a private citizen with the knowledge did this, imagine the federal government.� He looked at us. �I�m sorry, I was eavesdropping from my office and wanted to join the conversation.�
I held up my hand. �That�s fine. You are a brilliant and famous scientist.�
�Thank you for that.� Peter said. �And those are the survivors we�ll reach out to first because they�ll have the technology to respond. And the space station, we�ll try that. Maybe tap into the NASA satellites.�
�Satellites? Space station?�
�Oh, sure.� Peter replied. �Ten thousand satellites are above us. We should be able to reach something. I mean if a satellite phone can, so can we. Maybe we can bounce a signal and pick up someone who thought enough ahead to protect the radio from the EMP.�
�So you guys honestly believe there are others out there?� I questioned.
�Without a doubt,� Tony replied. �Now there are. For how long remains to be seen.�
Tom added. �Long term, it will make sense to network with other survivor stations. If they build communications, they are building some sort of community. That�s my opinion.�
�We just have to find them,� Tony said.
�Or have them find us,� Tom�s voice dropped and he turned his chair. �What have we here?�
We all looked at the monitor feed from the scope.
Clearly someone was climbing the fence. When we caught the image, they dropped a bag. It was a smaller person, possibly a woman.
�Turn the scope,� Tony said. �Check the entire perimeter fence.�
The camera scope rotated to a panoramic view.
�Only at the front,� Tom reported.
�There�s more than one,� I said. �I can�t make out how many. They�re rippling.�
�Heat waves,� Peter explained. �They probably jumped from basement to basement making their way here. This place was public knowledge. An old silo.�
�What do they want?� I asked.
�In.� Tony answered. �The gate, main doors and hatch are all manual. Just in case we lose power. Is the hatch secure?� he asked Tom with some urgency.
�I�m not sure.�
�I�ll radio Skyler��
�No.� Tom opened the drawer next to him and pulled out a revolver, then a radio. �I can make it to the hatch faster than Sky. He�s below. Pete. Monitor this, keep us posted.�
�Will do.� Peter took over Tom�s chair.
Tony reached down and turned on his radio. �I�ll head to the blast doors. Keep me posted if they get close, because I know for a fact that�s not locked.�
Tony raced out as I called his name.
�How many are out there?� I asked Peter.
Peter moved his hand over the screen. �Ten, twelve. Hard to say. There may be children, or they could just be their bags. The fence climber is opening the gate. Must be hot.�
I watched the screen, the person reached for the lock and jumped back. Upon seeing that, I raced from the switch room.
I knew what my goal was. Going after Tony, I ran up the stairs as fast as I could. When I reached the top and emerged into the bay, I heard Tom�s radio call.
�Hatch is secure.�
Then Peter�s voice. �They�re through the gate.�
It took a moment for me to catch my breath. The air was hot in the bay, I couldn�t even imagine what it was like outside.
I approached Tony.
He turned from the doors and walked my way. �No worries. They�re on the property, but they won�t get in. Doors are locked.�
I walked right by him.
�What are you doing?� His voice squeaked.
There were three heavy bolt latches that ran across the door. I shifted the first one.
�Anna.�
I shifted the second one.
�Anna.� He grabbed my hand. �What are you doing?�
�Letting them in.� I struggled with the third latch.
�You can�t do that.�
�This place is big�� I grunted. �It�s big enough. We have more than enough resources. You know that.�
�What we have isn�t my concern. It�s what is beyond that door. They broke in.�
�What were they supposed to do, Tony? Knock? Ring a bell? If we don�t let them in, they will die out there.�
�Is that really our problem?�
�There may be children out there.�
�We don�t know that.�
�I won�t risk it. You said, my house, my rules.� The last latch was really stuck and in my frustration I blasted. �Now help me open this goddamn door!�
�Fine!� Tony yelled back. �You�re making a mistake.� He freed the lock.
Without thinking, I grabbed the door.
�Anna, don�t open it��
I should have waited for what he was saying because when I slid open the door, a blast of heat hit me like none I have ever felt. Obviously, he was giving me a warning.
I literally could not breathe. It was impossible to inhale or exhale. Tony yanked me back from the door and covered his mouth and nose with his shirt and moved back.
�Hurry. Make it quick!� Tony yelled out.
Once I was far enough away from the heat, I was able to catch my breath. When I did, I saw the people filing in. They were as apprehensive about entering as Tony was about letting them inside.
There were eleven and three of them were children.
Tony shut the door.
�Thank you. Thank you so much.� a woman said.
They stood there silently. Scared, dirty and covered with black, their clothes were tattered and they had burns. Many had burns that were fresh.
I looked at Tony who was studying them as if looking for a reason not to trust them.
�Come with me, we�ll take you below,� I said.
Taking a step forward, Tony grabbed my arm and whispered. �This was a mistake.�
�Then it was my mistake.� I started to walk and he stopped me again. �What?� I asked.
He looked at them, then at me. �I�m not giving up my room.�
With a shake of my head in disbelief, I walked from Tony and led the pack of survivors downstairs.

29 � RETHINKING

Things had calmed down a lot by early evening. Not that there were a ton of people, but we had just doubled our population. Joie was ecstatic to see children to play with. But play time would have to wait. Our new comers weren�t well.
It was my decision to let them in. Tony was verbal about his dismay; a couple of the others gave me glances but didn�t say a word. I realized since I had made the choice then I had to be the one to show it could work and it was the best choice.
Nelly made a huge kettle of soup and it went far, feeding everyone.
I wasn�t really that hungry, but I ate because I needed to. I also needed to start organizing. For some reason people looked to me to run the bunker, because it was designed for me. I wanted to hand that task over to Tony, but seeing how I was never one to shirk my responsibilities, I would do the best I could.
That would start with getting a grip on the situation.
Setting rules was something I�d work on.
I asked Peter if by chance he had an extra laptop. He did not. I told him Jackson had brought his tablet, but I was fearful of losing all the music my son had created and recorded on there.
Peter borrowed the tablet and when he returned it, he told me it was safe. The music was wiped and stored.
I felt relieved. I had used Jackson�s tablet before and was familiar with it, but I had forgotten what his wallpaper was.
When I swiped the screen my heart skipped a beat. A smiling picture of my son greeted me and in it were Gil and I. It was just taken just a few weeks earlier at Jackson�s musical.
After dinner and after everyone had settled into their rooms, I sat at the back table in the dining area, turning off the windows so I wouldn�t get distracted.
I used only one light, that was all I needed. I sipped some brandy as I reviewed the manuscript that Melissa had given me.
�That was done by a dietician,� Melissa explained as she sat across from me. �It lists everything we have in storage below and on the floors. Everything. There�s a flash drive in that book. I don�t know if it was affected by the EMP because it was here in the bunker. But if you can get that information on that tablet, that will help.�
�I�ll have Peter take a look at it. If not, I�ll start keying in the info.� I looked up at her. �It will take my mind off of things.�
�I�ll help. One key thing is we have to really start keeping track. We can not have a realistic ration plan and outlook if we don�t keep track of what we use.�
�What do you suggest?�
�Inventory what is here in the kitchen and then mark off what we take to fill the kitchen. Usage in the kitchen doesn�t need to be documented, that is nickel and diming and will drive us all nuts.�
�Says here�� I flipped through the book. �Suggested Rations for three plus years for fifteen people.�
�Fifteen adults. Full size adults. Some of that is way more than we need. If we create a decent ration menu, we can make it last. Long enough at least until we start growing food. And none of that includes the eggs we get from the chickens.�
�It sounds complicated.�
�I can help. Really, I can. Some will need more than others. We have twenty-five people now, five are children. Two are over sixty. I don�t eat much and neither do you. Our best bet is to sit down with Craig, come up with a recommended daily intake per person and break it down from there.�
�Sounds like a plan, thank you.�
�Not a problem. Busy is good. It�ll be like a puzzle when we sit down to work it all out.� Melissa stood. �I would recommend not taking anything from the floor storage or below until we have completely exhausted what we have in the kitchen.�
�Then we�ll do that.�
As Melissa was leaving, I paused to close the spreadsheet program and steal a glimpse of Jackson. I heard her say something and when I looked up, Craig was in the room.
�Have a minute?� Craig asked.
�Absolutely.�
�I have an update.� He walked over and joined me at the back table.
�I�m sorry I haven�t been there to see them all, I know you had your hands full.�
�I did, but you were getting things moved. We got them all settled into second floor housing. I don�t have enough room in the medical office, so we doubled up in rooms where we could. It will be easier for us to keep track of their progress. All of them are severely dehydrated, and to no one�s surprise, suffering from heat exposure. Six have severe burns, so we�re keeping them isolated. My father, Skyler and I will make rounds all night.�
�The children?�
�Doing surprisingly well. One little girl has burns pretty bad on her feet. Her shoes were basically melted when she arrived. Four of them are feeling pretty good and want to leave the floor. I am cautious about that.�
�Can I ask why?�
�Many reasons. My main reason is health of all of us. They had to be drinking something. They could have picked up any kind of bacteria from bad water. I just want to make sure. There is good news though.�
The words �good news� made me smile.
�We have,� Craig stated. �A nursing mother. The one child is not quite two and for some reason the mother was still nursing. Pumping her milk. So that helps. I believe we can ask her help in feeding Baby John and extract her milk.�
�Is her milk good?�
�I�m running tests now. But I believe so. We just have to make sure she gets top priority with nutrients and water.�
�She�ll get what is needed� not a problem.�
With a tired exhale, Craig stood up. �It�s gonna be a long night. Or rather a long couple of days. I�m gonna head back over there.�
I saw his eyes move to my bottle of brandy. �Did you want some?�
�Maybe later if it�s okay. I�m not a big brandy fan.�
�Neither am I but it works. Just come back, I�ll be here a while.� I pointed to the nutritional manuscript.
�Will do. Good night.�
�Night.� I glanced to the digital clock. It was pushing ten as I sat back in my chair, once again staring at the picture of Jackson and feeling so grateful that I had it.
�You realize�.� Tony�s voice carried in the room. �There is an extra office in Hive one.�
I didn�t see him, but I heard the clinking of glasses. He then emerged carrying an empty glass and walked to the table. �It�s right next to Pete�s office.� Tony poured some brandy. �You know, your buddy, the brilliant scientist. Then you can work side by side and yell through the walls how famous he is.�
I laughed out a �what?�
Tony pulled out a chair, but unlike everyone else, he didn�t sit across from me. He placed the chair next to me, angling it to face me and then sat down. �I�m making fun over your fan boy nature with him.�
�He�s smart, Tony.�
�I know.� As Tony brought his drink to his lips, he paused and looked at the tablet and to the picture. �That�s nice.�
�I know. I wonder if Gil is okay.�
�He�s too smart and on top of things not to be. When the antenna goes up, we�ll call out.�
�Where?�
�I know the codename for his bunker. We�ll use that. In fact I know a couple code names.� He took a big gulp and cringed.
�More than one.�
�I know of three.�
�So mankind isn�t buried?�
�No. It may not be the same, but there are going to be survivors.�
I lifted the bottle and refreshed his glass. �Are you still mad at me?�
�I never really was. Frustrated, yes. Mad. No. Are you mad at me?�
�No.�
He stared at me for a second, smiled and asked. �What are you working on?�
�Rations, stock, trying to come up with a plan.�
�In that plan, are you working on securing the food and storage?�
�Isn�t it already?� I questioned.
�Minimally.� He replied. �There wasn�t really a need to keep it safe before.�
�Is there now?�
Tony didn�t answer; he only shrugged and took a sip.
�Tony?� I waited. �You still think I made a mistake.�
�I think�. You have made a potential mistake.�
�Why do you say that?�
�My gut. Something isn�t right. I think we need to tighten things up.�
I laughed at the sound of it. �Tighten things up?�
�Yeah, lock up the supplies and have someone on guard. Turn on the interior video monitors. They�ve been off.�
�Tony, come on. Really? Over eleven people?�
�Really, Anna.� He said seriously. �I did this for a living. And again� my gut is screaming.�
�Okay, since you worked in a security field. Why is your gut screaming at you about a group with women and children?�
�It�s not the women and children. It�s the men. Two in particular.� He leaned forward. �The best way to get information is to pretend you aren�t getting information. So I helped Doc. While doing so, I asked questions.�
�What did you find out?�
�They came from town. Not far away, four miles.�
�That�s a hell of a walk in this heat.�
�According to the leader, and I am not sure he�s the leader I am just guessing, because he gave the least information. We�ll call him Survivor One.�
�No name?�
�I didn�t pay attention. Anyhow, Survivor One tells me they were able to jump start an old bus and drive here. Survivor Two��
�No name either?�
Tony shook his head. �He says they were in a makeshift shelter at the fire hall. They had been talking about this place for a while because Survivor One knew they were building something up here. Everyone from the area in Elwood knew we were working on something, even though we covered the fences. Survivor guy Two and Survivor guy Three both said, Survivor One started the plan to come here. He even scouted the area for safe zones because they were thinking ahead for a more stable place.�
�I�m still not following you. What is causing your concern?�
�They had weapons.�
That made me lean back.
�Survivor One won�t say anything and denies he knew about it. He said he was only part of the group and they stumbled across this.�
�One would think they�d get their stories straight.�
�One would think.� Tony held up his finger. �Survivor One is the one who is lying. Survivor One is also the town bad boy.�
�Is that knowledge or a bad clich� guess?�
�Both.� Tony gasped. �Breast Milk mother doesn�t like him at all. Said he was trouble before it all happened. She came here for the baby.�
�It�s an awful big gamble if someone wasn�t certain we had something to offer.�
�Yes, it is. Someone was sure enough that he led ten more people here.�
�So what do you think?� I asked.
�I think Town Bad Boy and a few others knew about the place and only the strong survive, so he was designated the one to lead the pack. Test the waters. They brought weapons, so they had bigger intentions than just coming for help. Just my guess. I think they were the first party. The rest of the fire hall will show up. There�s not many of us. They may want to take the place.�
�They can�t, can they?�
�They could. But I won�t let it happen� But we need to watch out for one of them to disappear when the temperatures normalize. If they do, I�d look for a little trouble. In fact, I am watching ahead of time. They may not even need someone to slip out. We�re not secure. There�s not that many of us. I could take us all out in the middle of the night.�
�That�s comforting,� I grumbled.
�It�s the truth. When Spencer gets well, ask him. He was a cop. He�ll say the same thing.�
�Why would they do that? We have plenty.�
�Because we have plenty. It�s ours. If we control it, they are under our control.�
I exhaled heavily. �Do what you need to do.� I spoke those words with a heavy heart hoping Tony was wrong in his assessment. However, a part of me felt that he wasn�t and I had not only opened our door to strangers, I had opened our door to trouble.

30 � SIGNAL

August 14

In the two weeks after impact, things were honestly normalizing for me. Well, about as normal as it could be. I still missed Jackson� that would never stop. I still cried for him. But I had settled into a routine, a daily routine that made me feel as if I were a contributor to it all. I ran rations and inventory. Every day I walked each floor twice, checking on things. Inwardly, I felt as if I were healing. Slowly, but still healing.
Out of the eleven survivors that came to the shelter, ten remained. An older woman passed away the second night.
The children had returned to being children and ran about constantly. A few of the survivors, pretty much never came out of their rooms and did only what was required to pull their weight.
Some offered to help cook and others spent their time in agriculture with Melissa. Including Town Bad Boy. His name was Lenny.
Tony grew increasingly frustrated over the fact that as they days rolled by, his assumption was more than likely wrong. But he wouldn�t let it go about Lenny. He stared him down and watched him so much, it was making me uncomfortable.
Spencer was the one I worried about in a different way. The ash settled into his lungs and that turned into pneumonia. He was fighting it, but it would take time, Craig said.
He walked the floor to get oxygen moving in his lungs, but that wore him out. I had to wonder if it was all his health or maybe something else.
It was �call to lunch�, and once again, Spencer didn�t� make it to the dining area. I fixed him a plate and after doing so conveyed my concern to Tony.
�Oh, it�s more,� Tony said. �He didn�t want to live anyhow.�
�What can we do?�
�Nothing.�
�You know, his was the only story I never got.�
�He doesn�t have one and he won�t have a hot meal if you don�t take that now.�
�Walk with me?� I asked.
�Sure.�
Spencer�s meal in hand, we headed out of the dining area. �So I am thinking he has this huge tragic story. Like his wife and kids died.�
�Why would you think that?�
�Because he wanted to stay behind and die. He said he had no one.�
�Did you ever stop to think he had no one because he was always working and never met anyone?�
�No.�
�I didn�t think so.�
As we reached the end of the walk way and were just about to Hive One, Peter emerged from the switch room.
�Oh, lunch. I�ll go get some.� He said. �Must have missed the call. I was busy with something fascinating. Wait until��
Tony interrupted him. �We have to get this to Spencer.�
�Poor guy,� Peter said. �At least he should feel better when he sees your lovely face.�
Tony said. �Thanks.�
�I think he was talking to me.,� I nudged Tony. �And thanks Peter. I can�t wait to hear about your fascinating find.� I could feel Tony�s impatience and he was bodily trying to move me.
�You�ll love it. Make time about an hour after dinner. Temperatures will be not only normal, but pleasant. Short lived, only a few hours and then they�ll plummet, so it is the prime time to take one more breath of fresh, tolerable air. We�ll build a fire.�
Tony gave him a quirky look. Then moved me along. �He�s so strange,� Tony said.
�You�re really not nice to him.�
�He doesn�t need me to be nice, Anna, you are nice enough to everyone.�
�I�ll take that as a compliment. And what do you think about his suggestion?�
�It�s dark. It�s so dark that the night vision doesn�t work correctly. He�s nuts. He wants to build a fire with you. Please. He�s got romantic intentions. He gave you some time and now he�s gonna be suave about it.�
I laughed.
�I�m serious. That notebook he carried has your name all over it.� Tony said. �Little tiny hearts. I heart Anna. Kind of scary.�
�Stop.�
�Besides,� Tony held the door for me as we entered the second floor of the Hive. �I believe you and I are still technically pretend dating. Neither one of us ended it. Not sure what Senator Gil�s rules were on that one. Whether we should still be pretend dating for the apocalypse for the sake of your safety.�
�You weren�t supposed to be here. But thanks. Thanks for making me laugh. I need that. And Peter is harmless. I know you�re only watching out for me.�
�Yeah.� He reached up and knocked on Spencer�s door. There wasn�t an answer. Tony knocked again. �I hope he�s not dead.�
�Oh my God.� I gasped in shock.
�Come in,� Spencer called.
�See?� I said to Tony and opened the door. �Hey Spence, we brought you lunch.�
�Thank you.� He sat up in bed.
�It was hot,� Tony commented. �But then Peter stopped us on the way here. You know him. Doesn�t shut up. He invited Anna out for a romantic black out walk.�
�Stop it, he did not.� I laughed and handed Spencer his lunch and plumped up his pillows. �How are you feeling?�
�Better, much better. This thing kicked my ass. But Craig said I have to get out of here tomorrow for a couple of hours and do something. Nelly invited me to peel boiled eggs. I think that�s easy enough.�
�Good,� Tony said. �You haven�t really met the new people. I want to get your take as a officer of the law.�
�Spot trouble in the bunch?� Spencer asked.
�I feel it coming.�
�Be happy to give you my opinion.�
To me, Tony was just bound and determined to have one of them be bad. In fact, I think he was secretly hoping for it so he could have some fun.
We stayed and talked to Spencer a bit more and then headed back out. Though Spencer did seem more ill than depressed, I wasn�t ruling it out.
We stopped by the switch room to check on Tom.
Tony asked him how it was going. Since Tom couldn�t see much, he was working the radio.
�Nothing. Despite how powerful this thing is, it isn�t penetrating,� Tom said. �I thought since the orange left the horizon and the fires were dying down and we�d get something.�
�Can we boost the signal?� Tony asked.
�If we can channel more power.�
�We�ll do it tonight, when we lower lights. You can take a break from it if you want.�
�Nah, I�ll keep trying. What else is there to do down here?�
Hearing Tom say that made me think and on our way back to Hive Two I said to Tony. �You know, thinking about it, Peter may have a good idea.�
�What are you talking about? A romantic fire with Pete is a good idea?�
�Not that,� I playfully hit his arm. �Going out. Everyone has been down here. He said this is the only night temperatures will be tolerable. Then they�ll drop. We should tell people to get air. Fresh air.�
�It�s not all that fresh by what Peter says.�
�But an hour won�t hurt and it may help morale.�
�Morale isn�t low yet. Not yet. And do you have any idea how dark it will be?�
�If we light up the bay it will cast some light. Then we can light fires.�
�And call every survivor in the area to our fences.�
�Little fires?�
Tony grumbled.
�Besides, I told you I want to witness every phase. Absolute dark is a phase, and what better way to see it than when it�s not too hot or cold?�
�Tell you what.� Tony faced me. �I�ll think about it. But before we tell everyone, and everyone heads out, we check it out. We go out there and make sure it�s okay.�
�We?�
�You and I. One thing is for sure. You want to experience absolute darkness? You will experience absolutely darkness.�
I didn�t understand why Tony was making such a big deal about it. It was dark. If he thought I was going to be bothered by it, he was wrong. Little did I realize, I was about to find out how �dark� absolute darkness actually was.
<><><><>
We told no one but Tom and Duke, that we were going topside. I felt it was rude, because Peter kept on asking me to go outside with him. I also wanted to invite everyone. Tony handled that by saying he just wanted to make sure nothing lurked out there.
Duke broke apart two wooden crates that were down in storage, and helped carry them up to the bay. We placed them on the floor by the doors along with a small can of gasoline.
Tony reached for the doors and unlatched them. �Hang back, Duke. Give us a few.�
I figured at that moment, Tony and I would carry out arms full of wood. But he only opened the door.
It was black. Even though every light was on in the bay, it didn�t shine out that far.
�Oh, wow, it�s dark.�
�You think?� Tony took hold of my arm and we stepped outside the door.
I took a deep breath. The smell of ash and burning still filled the air along with a slight odor of sulfur, but the air felt good and the temperature was comfortable as we stood outside the open blast door.
�It�s not hot anymore,� I said.
�Seventy-eight.� Tony moved me a few feet.
�Oh, the wood.�
�Not yet. You want to experience absolute dark.� He reached back and with Duke�s help, the door closed. �Welcome to absolute black.�
There were certain things in my mind that I associated with complete blackness. Blindness, the uncertainty of afterlife, floating in the abyss. Never did I imagine it could be so dark. My heart instantly raced and the second I felt Tony�s fingers slip from my arm, I panicked.
I couldn�t see my hand in front of my face.
I stepped into a black pit. It was so encompassing it was nearly mind blowing. It was a darkness my eyes would never adjust to. It had a foreboding feeling as if I were waiting for something bad to happen. Waiting for something to jump out at me.
�Tony.� I called his name.
�I�m here.�
�Where?�
He touched my hand.
I screamed and he laughed.
�I�ve had enough,� I said. �Okay. Let�s go.�
�Let�s take a walk. You wanted to experience it.�
�I�d rather not.�
�Come on, I got you.� His fingers gripped around my hand and he moved.
�How can you see?�
�Um, Anna? I can�t.�
�We�ll never get back if we go too far.�
�We�ll get back.�
Walking through the darkness was much more frightening than I thought it would be. Tony kept walking and I swore we would be too far out. I inched up closer to him, bumping into his back. �This wasn�t my best idea.�
�Nah, it�s a pretty good one. Pretty awesome if you think about it. There�s a beauty here, if you just let yourself feel it.�
�I�m good.�
A flash of light shot upward and it caused me to scream. It looked like it came from nowhere, when in fact it was Tony turning on a flashlight.
He laughed, and making sure he had a guiding hand on my arm, he aimed the light to the blast doors. We had walked ten feet. In the darkness, the unknown, it seemed like we had walked forever.
�Feel better?� he asked.
�Yeah, I do.� It was still odd. The darkness absorbed the light, it didn�t extend far at all. There was nothing for it to reflect off of.
Tony opened the blast door and I welcomed the bright lights and the sight of Duke.
�How was it?� Duke asked.
�Dark,� I replied with a nervous chuckle.
�What do we want to do?� Duke looked at Tony. �We nixing the fires?�
With a stammering, �Uh�, Tony glanced back out into the dark. �Leave it up to the people. If they want to go out, they can stay close to the bunker if we light a couple fires. Like Peter said, this is the last normal temperature we�ll have for a while. But, no kids. I don�t want to take a chance they run off into the dark. How fucking scary would that be?�
�Personally,� Duke said. �I think going out there is nuts. I�ll wait it out.�
�What about you?� Tony asked me. �Did you get enough?�
�Oh, no, I�m going out with a campfire. Maybe for a few minutes. I mean this was Peter�s idea.�
�Really?� Tony said snidely.
�What is that supposed to mean?�
Before he could answer, his name was called over the radio and Tony lifted it. �Yeah, Tom. I�m here. We just came back in. I�ll be up if you want to step up.�
�No, that�s not it,� Tom said. �You may want to get up here. We made contact.�
<><><><>
Tony and I ran top speed down the stairs and to the switch room. There was a feeling of hope that consumed me. Yes, it had only been two weeks since impact, but to suspect life extended farther than our bunker was one thing. To know it was another.
We arrived and Tom looked as if he felt agitated.
�What�s wrong?� Tony asked.
�They aren�t saying much,� Tom replied.
�Bad signal?�
�It�s not great, but it�s there. They just aren�t saying much. Like they�re playing games.�
�Can it be local? Maybe the fire hall?� Tony suggested.
�I doubt it. They�re gonna need some power behind the antenna. Knowing the limitations with the cotton candy cloud, I�m gonna say this is not local. I mean it could be.�
�But you think it�s one of the three. Which one? Omega Man, Damnation Alley, or Threads?�
I interrupted. �Wait. You just named movies.�
�Yes,� Tony replied. �The secret bunkers were named after disaster and apocalypse movies.�
�That is so ridiculous. You probably just reached locals who are saying, Yeah, we�re Omega Man.�
Tom shook his head. �No. I did not call out to them. I just called out. They replied Damnation Alley.�
Tony�s eyes widened. �Oh my God.�
�What?� I asked.
�That�s the main one. That�s the one in Texas where Gil went.�
Another instant shot of adrenaline filled my body and I could feel the blood pump fast.
�What did you ask them?� Tony questioned Tom.
�I asked them to verify their location and how many survivors. They said it was classified.�
Tony immediately grabbed the radio. �I�ll try.� He pressed down to speak. �Damnation Alley Damnation Alley, do you read?�
�Roger that. Loud and clear.�
We may have been loud and clear to them, but there was a lot of static coming from their end. We still could understand them.
�We are a survival Station in North East Pennsylvania called Protocol One.� Tony said.
�Never heard of it.�
�We have survivors.�
�Congratulations on survival. Please know there is nothing this station can do for you at this time.�
Tony pulled his hand away. �What an asshole.�
�Told you,� Tom said.
Tony tried again. �Damnation Alley, we are a privately funded shelter with a VIP and scientific experts.�
�We have VIPS and scientific experts too.�
Tony groaned and looked at me. �What is this? My bunker is better than yours? What the fuck. Sorry.� He depressed the button again. �Damnation Alley I am not playing games with you. My name is Anthony Garrison of Global Security and with me is Anna Jenner. Former wife of Senator Gil Jenner. We know your location and I can spew forth the list of VIPs that you have there, but I won�t. Since you won�t give me any information, can you at least get a message to Senator Gil Jenner?�
Nothing.
�Damnation Alley, come in.�
Finally, they returned, and they had lost their arrogant tone. �Protocol One, Senator Jenner never arrived at the facility.�
The second I heard that, I wheezed out all the air from my body and stepped back. Tony tried not to show emotion but I saw it. He froze for a second, hand hovering over the microphone while his jaws clenched.
�Damnation Alley, are you sure? Maybe he�s there.�
�Negative. We lost contact with the Senator in route. I was personally part of the search party that went out after impact.�
I walked from the switch room, I couldn�t listen anymore.
Tony asked more questions and the more he asked, the less I wanted to hear. I picked up enough of the conversation to know there was no mistake.
I just started walking. The shock of it all took me over and I really didn�t know where I was headed. I made it to the stairwell that went topside and midway up, I just stopped and sat down.
I didn�t know what to do. The shock was more than I expected. My thoughts were fuzzy and I couldn�t move. I literally couldn�t move.
Tony came blasting through the fail safe door, as if in a panic looking for me. He stopped suddenly and was breathing heavily. �There you are.�
I just stared at my hands.
�I�m sorry. I really am.�
I felt my lips tremble and I rubbed my hands together.
�Are you okay?�
I closed my eyes, trying to absorb it. �Um, yeah. I�ll be okay.�
But that wasn�t the truth. Truth was, I didn�t know.
Gil.
He planned everything. He had prepared for anything and everything about survival except for the possibility that he wouldn�t survive.
I didn�t know how much more heartbreak I could take.
In my soul and in my mind, I truly believed and envisioned Gil doing well, locked down in a high end shelter. But that wasn�t the case.
Gil didn�t make it.
The words didn�t make sense.
The whole situation did not make sense.
Not long before I had been waiting for something to jump out of the darkness, out of nowhere, and it now it had.

31 � MISSING PIECE

August 15

Poor Anna.
Did I want people to think that again? They would. Less, if they didn�t see how it affected me.
I was determined not to be Poor Anna again.
Poor Anna lost her son. Poor Anna lost the father of her child and the man who built all this for her.
Poor Anna has everything she needs to survive except a reason to live.
That was not how I wanted to be perceived. I asked Tony and Tom not to tell anyone. The others didn�t need to know.
After the news, I took a few minutes on the stairs then went up to watch as almost everyone went out to enjoy the air and the fires.
Funny how we dreaded the fires that burned out our world, yet we celebrated their light that night.
I stood at the blast door watching them. Tony stood with me. He asked me a few more times if I was all right. Each time I told him the same thing. I would be fine.
At one point, Tony said. �Well, I�m not. I�m in shock over this. I didn�t not expect this.�
My response was only, �Can we not talk about it?�
So we stood in silence.
The temperature hadn�t dropped much by the time Duke called it a night for everyone. Nelly didn�t go out. She stayed back with the children.
When we all retreated, it was good to see that Spencer came out of his room. He didn�t know me well, yet he asked if everything was okay because I looked like something happened.
Was I that transparent?
Maybe it was showing because I was processing it so much. Or at least trying to.
Skyler had left me a list of items removed from storage to stock the kitchen. I decided to enter them into the tablet, to take my mind off of things. But instead I found myself going through all of Jackson�s saved pictures.
Life had changed drastically and for the worse in such a short span of time. That happy go lucky woman, holding her teenage son, was gone.
Would she ever return?
After finishing the work, I decided to turn in. It wasn�t late and almost everyone was still awake. I was hungry, and decided to go for a snack. A fresh sheet of paper was on the cupboards. Even though Melissa felt we didn�t need to track what we used in the kitchen, Nelly did. So out of courtesy, I marked down that granola bar, then opened the cupboard to retrieve it.
It struck me as odd because Skyler had written down that he stocked ten boxes of bars when clearly he did not. I wasn�t going to fuss about it. I�d make my adjustments in the morning, yet I noted it on the checklist.
I read from a history book in my room until I couldn�t keep my eyes open. That was how I wanted it. To fall asleep without taking a chance of tossing and turning with thoughts of Jackson and Gil.
I woke at the rooster crow of the alarm, and as I did, I felt a tickle to my nose.
Believing some bug made it into the bunker and was crawling on me, I jumped up to discover the reason. The wayward long dark hair danced across my pillow.
Joie was sleeping in my bed and her hair was the nose tickle culprit.
I wasn�t going to wake her, but she rolled over.
�Hey,� I said. �Did you have a bad dream?�
�I don�t think so. Why?�
�You�re sleeping in my bed.�
�Daddy put me in here. He said you wouldn�t mind. He had an emergency.�
�Daddy had an emergency?� I sprang up.
�Are you mad I am in bed? He didn�t want me along.�
�No, that�s fine. I�m not mad at all. It was nice. When Jack� Jackson was a little boy, he�d always slip in bed with me.� Hearing my own words made me stop. The reality slap hit me. It was a daily occurrence when I woke up. A chest punch of pain that reminded me every day my son was gone. I pulled myself together and slipped from bed. �How long has daddy been gone?�
�The window picture was dark.�
That told me he was gone long enough for his daughter to fall back to sleep. I got dressed and asked Joie if she wanted to go to the ladies room with me. She did.
I figured I would freshen up, then get coffee and find Tony. I didn�t know whether to be concerned or pissed about the fact that he didn�t wake me.
On our return trip back to my room, I spotted Tony opening my door. I called for him and hurried his way.
He handed me a cup of coffee and lifted Joie.
�Oh, wow.� I looked at the cup. �You brought me caffeine. What�s up?�
He motioned his head to my room and we stepped inside. After setting Joie down, he told her, �Hey sweetie, why don�t you go get some clothes and get out of your pajamas? Daddy needs to speak to Anna.�
Once Joie made her way through the adjoining door, I asked Tony. �Why didn�t you wake me?�
�Honestly, you were sleeping and there was nothing you could do.�
Tony released a soft growl as he ran his fingers through his hair. �Hating to say so, but I think I was right.�
�You never hate saying you�re right. What�s going on?�
�During our little campfire pow-wow, one of our fire hall disappeared into the darkness.�
My mind immediately went in a different direction. �Oh my God. You were worried about that happening. Tell me it wasn�t a child or one of the women.�
�No, Anna, they didn�t get lost in the dark, they slipped into the dark. Snatched up a flashlight from the bay, and we don�t know what else. They took off unnoticed.�
�Who?�
�Our bad boy Lenny.�
I suddenly felt tense and angry with myself. My insides twisted and turned. Tony was right, he called it all along. One of them would leave. He said it and I refused to believe it. �Do you think they went to get others?�
�Yeah, we are the only means they will have to beat this cold front.�
�Maybe he just wants to get them help,� I suggested.
�At some point you need to stop looking for the good. This survival shit isn�t the time to search for the good in humanity. Not now.�
�That�s not fair,� I defended.
�I�m sorry. But if he was worried about the others at the fire hall, why not ask for our help? He didn�t. He took from us and slipped away. This isn�t good.�
�So you think they�re coming here.�
�Without a doubt. It�s not a matter of if, but rather, when. And in my opinion, knowing the impending weather.� Tony exhaled slowly from his mouth. �We�re looking at soon. Real soon.�

32 � STALLED

I felt bad for Joie. She didn�t ask to be bounced around like a ping pong ball. Yet it seemed as if life wasn�t much different for her. I had learned that the entire month that Tony pretended to date me in Texas, he had flown back and forth to see her. Joie stayed with a relative while Daddy worked out of town.
Now �Daddy� seemed to be working again and the child was getting bounced around from person to person in the shelter. From Nelly to Spencer to Melissa.
Even to me. I didn�t mind. They always said it takes a village to raise a child. We were the new village in a pretty bad world.
After Tony briefed me on what he knew, he went back out again to look for more information. He called for a switch room meeting at ten. What about Joie?
I asked Nelly if she minded taking Joie while we had our meeting and she didn�t mind. She told me that Joie and the fire hall boy and girl were working on collages of life before the comet. Plus, she was fast falling in love with Joie.
I didn�t blame her.
After I had my coffee, I began to process everything a little better and my mind wandered in my �see the good in people� way.
At the meeting was Tony, Peter, Tom, Abe and myself.
Not that we were the �big wigs�, but the office was small and Tony had acquired all the information he needed.
We finished watching some of the interior security footage. In it, Lenny walked round very blas�. Because our bunker was so big, no one saw him walking around with the backpack. The footage didn�t capture him doing everything, which made me suspicious. It did however catch him climbing up the hatch shaft with the black bag and returning without it. He also walked right by the switch office at the same time as Tony and I were there.
He walked right by us and we never knew.
�So,� Tony said. �According to Skyler, everything he took was taken from general consumption. He didn�t touch storage. Only unsecured areas. When we checked the hatch this morning, it was locked.�
I asked. �So he secured the hatch?�
�Looks that way,� Tony said.
Peter questioned. �Do we know what all he took?�
Tony, like some sort of detective, whipped out a little notebook. �Two flashlights from the bay. The remaining boxes of matches that were there. Three cartons of granola and one case of five ounce water packets. He left the boxes. He also took two large beef packs of jerky and a case of twelve vials of morphine.� He closed the notebook and snapped his fingers. �Oh, and the �you are here� map down near the generator areas.
Tom mumbled. �And we know why he took that.�
�Why?� I asked.
�Obviously, to get back in.� Tom said.
�What if it was just to find his way around topside in the dark?�
�Anna, please.� Tony said.
�Please, what? I am just throwing out suggestions. Isn�t that why we�re here?�
Tony exhaled and stared at me for a moment. �Yes. But realistic suggestions. I think one man on foot made it those four miles pretty quickly. He had two spotlights and if he was familiar with the area, he knew the way. My guess is they are coming before the weather gets uninhabitable topside. Pete, when will that be?�
�Temperatures are falling at a couple degrees per hour. Once it hits zero, they better get a move on. For it to reach zero or a little below, we�re looking at two or three days. After that, they�ll never make it longer than five minutes out there.�
�Three days.� Tony said. �What I suggest are round the clock guards on the Bay area and the Hatch. Also vital security monitoring, round the clock. Someone to walk the floors as well. It�s a lot, but it�s the only way. I also want to keep an eye on our fire hall people.�
�What if�� I spoke up. �What if that isn�t the reason he left? What if he isn�t that bad and he just wanted to help those at the fire hall and didn�t think we would, so he took and did it himself?�
�What?� Tony laughed. �Anna, I told you, you are gonna have to lose this �people are good� attitude.�
�And do what? Assume all people are bad?�
�Right now, yes.� He nodded.
�Are you bad? Am I? How about Pete? Not everyone went bad because the world went to shit. I refuse to believe humanity slammed into the ground when the comet did.�
�And right now, thinking that nothing is going to happen, puts you and everyone else in danger. He knew our routines. He learned our weaknesses. He took a map of the complex, for crying out loud, Anna. What else do you need?�
�Has anyone talked to the others from his group to see what they know? To find out his motivation for this?� I asked.
Abe answered �Anna, all due respect, they wouldn�t say anything if they knew.�
�Did we try? No. We don�t even trust them and yet we didn�t give these people a chance. We call them vague names. Fire Hall people, Breast feeding woman, Survivor Two.�
Tom muttered. �Burn girl.�
�Birthmark guy,� said Pete.
�See? The only person whose name we bothered to find out or remember was the man who you singled out, Tony.�
Tony tossed up his hands. �What do you propose we do? Have a chat?�
�Yes. Talk with them. We don�t even know how many are remaining at the fire hall��
�Every second we waste not getting together a strong defense is another second we put lives in danger.�
�It�s not a waste of time to get more information.�
�And I will, Anna, I will. It won�t be by gathering them all in a room, but I will. I am.�
�Why you?�
Tony seemed taken aback by my question. �Excuse me?�
�Why are you the one doing this all? You aren�t the GSS anymore Tony, this doesn�t need to be attacked like it�s a GSS case.�
�Really, Anna?�
�Really.�
In that silent tense moment, someone cleared their throat and another person let out a soft whistle.
Tony stared at me. In the nearly two months that I had known him, I had never seen his angry face directed toward me. I did at that moment.
He stared and then lifted his hand. �Will you guys excise us for a minute please?�
Abe jumped up. �Absolutely. I need some water.�
�Me too,� Tom stood.
�I�ll stay� Peter added. �Someone needs to watch the monitors.�
�Tony can do that.� Tom grabbed Peter and yanked him up. �Uh, Tony, keep an eye� on that.�
Tony didn�t reply. His eyes were locked on me.
�Uh, yeah.� Tom nervously said and slipped out.
Once alone, I stood leaning on the counter with my arms crossed. �I sense a fight.�
�You think?� Tony reached back and slammed the door.
I waited.
�We don�t bicker, Anna,� Tony said. �Why are we starting now?�
�I�m not bickering with you.�
�Then you�re being argumentative.�
�I�m playing devil�s advocate.�
�If that�s what you think, you are walking a fine line.�
�I do see your point.�
�Do you?�
�Yes.� I nodded.
�I don�t think you do.�
�Now who�s being argumentative?� I said.
�You want me to believe that this man, Lenny, took food, morphine, lights, sneaked things out, waited in the dark and then left to go back to the fire hall and help out the people there, so they can all snuggle in during the minus thirty degree weather. And of course, let�s not forget he took the map which you know gives the layout of our bunker.�
�It�s possible. I just want you to consider the possibility that�s all. You don�t seem to want to consider that.�
�I did and I am. But the other possibility deserves our attention.�
�You have given the negative much more attention,� I argued.
�You have only looked for the positive.�
�So we�re even. Stalemate. What now?�
�It doesn�t hurt to be prepared for the bad. It does, however, hurt to be prepared for the good and dismiss the possibility of bad. Where is all of this coming from?�
�I don�t believe this attack that you are waiting for is going to happen. I think you�re over reacting.�
Tony gasped. �Over reacting? Just because you don�t think something bad will happen, doesn�t mean it won�t. I swore up and down the comet wasn�t going to hit and here we are. Stop for a second and think about this. We have six men, and three women. One is ill, two are older. If Lenny returns, even with one person and the adults from the fire hall all grabbed a butter knife, we are outnumbered. They don�t need a gun to kill us while we sleep.�
�You don�t know that.�
�And neither do you!� Tony yelled. �Where is this passive attitude coming from? I am working day and night on this.�
�Yes, you are. And what about Joie?�
�What about her?� Tony asked with edge.
�You brought her to this bunker. Don�t you think she�s scared enough? And she�s not seeing you.�
�Oh my God, are you questioning me as a father? Now you�re getting personal.�
�I�m sorry, that was what got me thinking.�
�My working and leaving my child with someone to watch made you suddenly think of playing the Positive Penny game. As if I stop leaving her, suddenly we won�t be in danger. I am doing this because I did this for a living and I am good at what I do.�
�Did. This not the GSS.�
He stepped back with such dramatics. �When you say that it�s insulting. And you�re picking on me.�
�I�m picking on you?�
�Yes, you are picking on me totally. Fighting over everything I do. Calling me a bad father.�
�I did not.�
�Giving me excuses� that�s it, isn�t it? You don�t want me handling it. Is that it? Want me to step back? I can step back, Anna. How about I turn it over to your buddy, Pete?�
�Guys,� A voice called from the other side of the door. �I�d appreciate you leaving me out of this.�
Tony�s jaw dropped and he spun to the door yelling. �Quit eavesdropping! Go away.� he turned back around to face me. �Unbelievable!�
That was it. That was what the moment needed. Peter on the other side of the door making a comment. At least for me, the tension was broken. I tightened my arms and lowered my head.
�What?� Tony asked.
And then, for the first time in weeks, I laughed. I genuinely laughed.
�Oh my God, you�ve lost it.�
�No. I didn�t.� I smiled. �I�m sorry. That just made me laugh.�
�Anna��
�Tony.� I stood straight. �You�re right. We don�t bicker or argue. I don�t want this to be a habit. I just want you to see the other side as well. This scares me. The possibility scares me.�
�I know. And I know that�s where this fighting is coming from. And I do, Anna. I see the other side. I don�t think you realize it. I am preparing for the worst, because there�s no reason to prepare for the best. Make sense? You said you trusted me. Please trust me on this one. I know people. Characteristics make them predictable. It�s almost as if you know when you open a door�� Before I knew it, Tony had swung open the door, exposing Tom, Abe and Peter standing in shock. Peter was actually slightly bent over sipping from a drink box. �That.� Tony said. �Will be waiting for you.�
The three men looked busted. No excuses.
Tom walked in the room. �We just knew it was time to come back. Great timing, huh?�
Shaking my head I walked by them and to the door.
�Wait,� Tony called out. �We�re not done.�
�I have things to do, you don�t need me to lay out your surveillance schedules and beat walking stuff.�
�Are we done fighting?� Tony asked.
Peter answered nonchalantly. �I don�t think so� if you ask me.�
�I didn�t ask you,� Tony said.
I shook my head. �Not fighting, Tony. Just in a stale mate.�
I left the office. While I really wasn�t angry or agitated any more, I still wasn�t convinced that Tony saw my side or even considered the possibility that nothing was going to happen.
Then again, I had to consider the fact that I was being absolutely ridiculous because really, what harm would come from being prepared?

33 � UNDERESTIMATING TONY

Sometimes all it takes is to step away. The moment I stepped away from the meeting, I started plotting my own course of action. If Tony was preparing for an attack, I was going to find out if he was justified. He hadn�t, to the best of my knowledge, talked to any of the fire hall people.
I thought about gathering them up and just having a group talk with them.
While he had a point in what he said about Lenny, he also seemed to want to watch the newcomers, as if they were all part of the plot.
From the depth of my being, I truly believed people were good. That the bad were outnumbered, no matter what the circumstances of the world. That may have been wishful or na�ve thinking.
But, even if just for myself, I needed to know.
I had missed breakfast and although I usually didn�t eat much in the morning, I was hungry. I walked over to Hive Two, figuring I�d grab something to eat and then find Nelly. She was working with the kids on the lower floor of Hive Two and for some reason she seemed like a good person to ask for advice. I wanted her take. Age really does bring wisdom and she was smart.
When I opened the kitchen door, I jumped back. Spencer was walking out and we nearly collided. I grabbed my chest. �I�m sorry.�
�No, I�m sorry.� He cleared his throat, then coughed.
�You all right?� I asked, walking to the food cupboard.
�Yeah, I�m fine. I just brought up that other box of magazines from the storage. Don�t know why they were there, but they were. Nelly is making use of them. Kids are doing� well, interesting collages. Good thing whoever stocked this place, thought of arts and crafts.�
�You shouldn�t be making the trip from the lower level. Get one of the others to do it.�
�Nah, I�m good. How are you? I heard you and Tony got into a pretty nasty spat.�
I cocked my head back in surprise, it had only been a few minutes. �Did you hear us?�
�No, Peter told me when he came to grab a juice box.�
�We�re fine. We were just disagreeing on something.�
�That happens,� Spencer said. �Well speaking of Tony, I better get going. I�m sitting with birthmark guy and talking about the area.�
I muttered out an �okay� and thought that was odd, even more so that he said, �speaking of Tony�.
Spencer left and after grabbing a granola, I headed down stairs.
I saw Nelly immediately when I entered the second floor. Not only was she seated at the card table, she was with one of the fire hall women. The kids were at the very far end of the room, sitting on the floor. Magazines were spread around them, along with markers, scissors and glue. They were engrossed. I worried some about the scissors , while they weren�t huge, they weren�t �safety� ones.
Nelly must have heard me come in because she spoke up as soon as I did. �Hey there, kiddo. How are you doing?�
�I�m fine. Thank you.�
�Good. I heard you and Tony got into quite a fight.�
I cringed. �It was a disagreement. Did Peter tell you?�
�He did. When he came up for a juice box. You need to ration him. Those are for the kids. He sucking them down for the sugar like a dope fiend.�
�I will ration him. I�m gonna check on the kids, since you�re busy.
�Did you need something?� she asked.
�Maybe later.� I flashed a quick smile to her and walked quietly to the children. Joie sat with two other kids. They were all around the same age. They didn�t see me or hear me approach.
Finally Joie looked up. �Are you done fighting with my dad?�
�I wasn�t fighting with your dad. We were talking loud. What are you guys doing?�
�Oh, fire hall girl and fire hall boy were just telling me about where they were when the comet hit. They were in a basement.�
�I heard,� I said.
�They were scared, especially because the grownups were fighting. I told them our grownups don�t fight. But then you fought with Daddy.�
�I didn�t fight with Daddy. You�re being careful, with those scissors, right.�
�Yes,� Joie held them up. �They aren�t too sharp.�
�What are you working on?�
�We�re playing dress up ladies and then we�re cutting out pictures for the future kids so they can see what our world was like before the comet came.�
�That�s a really good idea.�
�It�s a really big project.�
As I wondered what she meant by �dress up ladies�, I glanced down and nearly choked. �Joie� what� what�� I stopped, I didn�t want to bring attention to anything nor make the kids feel like they were doing anything wrong. �That�s dress up?�
�Yes. They didn�t have any clothes on.�
�I see that.�
�Look how pretty I made her.� Joie held up a picture of a woman. She was previously nude, and Joie took it upon herself to draw clothes on her. �She really needed clothes and it wasn�t easy putting them on her when she was posing like this.�
�Good� good job.� With widened eyes, I stepped back with the intent of going back to Nelly.
As I approached, I heard her conversation.
�It was scary,� The woman with her said. �Maybe fifty of us all going to that fire hall. They said they had supplies. But I asked� how long would they last? No one�� She stopped talking when I approached.
�I�m sorry,� I said. �Nelly, did you know those magazines were pornography?�
�Not all,� She replied. �And they aren�t porno. They�re Playboy. Tasteful poses of nudity. They�re fine.�
�Oh. Okay.�
�Are you going down to the farm?� Nelly asked. �My granddaughter says she has a batch of eggs that need to be brought up. I was going to make breakfast for dinner. Any chance I can get you to grab them?�
�I can go down.�
�Thank you.�
It was something to do, so I made my way down to agriculture. I couldn�t wait to tell the others about the kids drawing clothes on the naked models.
I heard the chickens as soon as I hit the floor. They were loud and I could smell them. I stepped into the pen, to get some of the ultra violet light. It was cooling down in the bunker and I didn�t want to think about how cold it would get. I hated the chickens. I knew they sensed it. They were brazen and always seemed to go after my ankles.
I spotted Melissa though the window of her office. She was talking to someone and when I drew closer, I not only saw it was Breast Feeding woman, but I heard them.
�I was following the conspiracy sites for a while,� said the woman. �So I was fearful.�
�That was just really good thinking to bring the breast pump. I appreciate it,� Melissa said. �I kind of took Baby John as my own. I couldn�t have kids, so this was a gift. And now knowing he is getting nutrients, I can�t thank you enough.�
�No, I can�t thank you enough. I know my own child will get what she needs because I am getting fed here. They didn�t share the food equally.�
I knocked on the door frame to alert them of my presence.
�Oh, hey Anna,� Melissa said. �You know Meagan, right?�
�I do.� I smiled and was glad to finally know her name.
�What brings you down here?� Melissa asked.
�You grandmother said you have eggs for her?�
�Oh, I do.� Melissa stood, said excuse me to Meagan, and walked from the office. �This way.�
I followed her.
�So, Anna, are you okay? Did you need to talk?�
I stopped walking. �Why do you ask?�
�I just heard you and Tony got into it.�
I sighed out. �Peter has the biggest mouth.�
�It wasn�t Peter. Tom radioed me. Said I should make time to just have girl chat with you and that you were edgy and picking on Tony. I told him you are still dealing with a lot.�
�I appreciate it, Melissa. But I�m fine now. And for the record I wasn�t picking on Tony.�
�I figured you weren�t.� She handed me a basket of eggs. �Tell my grandmother to either put them in the fridge or prepare them. They were down here for an hour waiting on Skyler. But I think he�s sleeping.�
�I�ll take them.�
�And I better get back.� She pointed to Meagan. �I have to report to Tony in an hour.�
I nodded as if I understood. But I didn�t until that second. I watched Melissa return to her office, smile and re-engage in a talk with Meagan.
I wanted Tony to find out what he could about the new people. He said he was on it, and I didn�t believe it. But he was. Melissa, Spencer, Nelly and even Joie were doing their part.
To get information you have to act like you aren�t getting information.
Tony was doing just that, but not being obvious. Even I learned a lot by pulling a �Peter� and eavesdropping.
When Tony said he was working on it, he really was. I underestimated him. He actually was considering my theories a lot more than I was considering his negative possibilities.
I wondered if something actually was pending, or if it could be a combination of both of our thoughts. Unfortunately, unless Meagan or the others stated, �Lenny was up to something� or �he went off to be a good guy�, we wouldn�t know until it actually happened.
I was wagering on Tony be more right than me. After the little I heard, the fire hall wasn�t such a good place.
I actually started to feel kind of bad for arguing with him.

34 � TRADING TIME

Craig told me that I needed to lay off the brandy and if I absolutely felt the need for a drink, to consume something that would have some medicinal value. So I drank wine.
Everyone that wasn�t on a post had turned in. Tony was heading to his room early. He said he had work, and made it a point to tell me, �Along with spending some quality time with my daughter.�
He wasn�t the same. He wasn�t letting it go that I argued with him.
Typically Tony hung out with me after he got Joie to sleep. He made no mention of it, so not being tired and not wanting to be in my room, I played cards with Craig while allowing Skyler to look through the tablet and at Jackson�s pictures.
�So what do you think?� I asked, laying down my card.
Craig shrugged. �Not to disagree with your feelings, but the man took my morphine. That was the key that he was doing something wrong.�
�You don�t think he was taking it for someone injured?�
Skyler laughed.
I quickly turned to him. �What picture made you laugh?�
�Oh, no not a picture,� Skyler said. �At what you said. I was talking to one of the fire hall people. Bill. He said Lenny was a nasty man and was glad he was gone. He even said he thinks he�s up to no good.�
�A lot of them said that,� Craig added, then laid down and lifted a card. �We didn�t ask for that information, they volunteered it. Which�makes me even more suspicious. I bet half of them are in on it.� He played his hand.
�So, I�m not justified at all in my thinking?�
�That is what makes a good leader,� Craig said.�You asking me that. And you feel the way you feel. You may have come down on Tony a little hard. Picking on him.�
�I didn�t pick on him and Abe and Peter have big mouths.�
�This bunker may be big, but the community is small. Too small for tension. Besides, they didn�t say you were picking on him. Tony told me,� Craig said. �Venting.�
�He�s really mad at me. He never avoids me,� I said.
Skyler asked. �How long have you known Tony?�
�Almost two months,� I replied. �Why?�
�Just�� Skyler slid the tablet my way. �This picture.�
I leaned over and looked. I remembered the day that picture was taken. It was one of those self portraits that teenagers always took.
My mind went back to that day.
�Don�t post that on line,� Tony said. �I have another name for when I�m online.�
�What is it?� Jackson asked.
�Jim Gordon.�
�Jim Gordon? Like Commissioner Gordon from Batman?�
�Yep.�
�And no one ever called you out?�
�Nope.� Tony picked up the game controller.
�Are you two gonna play this game all night?� I asked.
Unless�� Tony looked at me. �You have something more interesting and� stimulating for me to do all night, then yes, I�m playing a game.�
�Uh!� Jackson grunted. �That�s my mom.�
Tony laughed.
I let them be.
I found myself staring at that picture until Craig called for my attention.
�You all right?� He asked.
�Yeah, yeah, I�m fine.� I returned to our card game, but my focus was also divided on making things right with Tony.
Like Craig told me, the bunker was big but we as a community were too small for the tension, and I was going to make it right.

It was over an hour later, that I made my way to my room. Ben was walking the hall when I passed him. He wished me a good night.
Tony had us covered and protected in case something did happen. I really did some soul searching on it. Was my gut really telling me nothing was going to happen? Or was I hoping so much that it wouldn�t, it clouded my judgment?
Either way, I realized I had made a bad choice. It was better to err on the side of caution.
It was time to make peace, and I knew how. It was something I had been intending to do for a while.
I felt like a stalker when I entered my room. I placed my ear against the adjacent door in my room, listening to see if I could hear him. I even bent down to see if I saw a light. I did. But that didn�t mean anything.
So, I knocked lightly on the adjacent door. If he replied, he was up.
Tony called out softly, �Come in.�
I opened the door, staying against it. Tony was on top of his bed fully dressed. Joie was under the covers sound asleep next to him. Sheets of paper were spread out around him and on her.
�Hey, what�s up?� he said. �I�m working. Did you need something?�
�I see that. And I see your daughter is your desk.�
He grunted �I�m, sorry, is that a bad father thing to do?�
I ignored his smart comment. �Can you spare a minute? Come over? I need to talk to you.�
�That would involve me leaving my child while I walk in the next room.�
�Tony.� I whined his name. �Stop. Please.� I pointed to my room.
Tony set down his work, swung his legs over the bed and stood. He walked to the door, and as he passed me said, �My daughter is still traumatized over you fighting with me.�
�And I�m traumatized over her recent fashion designer pictures.�
�What?� He chuckled out the word.
�Never mind. Did you want a drink?�
�That would make me a bad father.�
�Stop it,� I said. �Please. And can we stop this� please? You and me. This isn�t us.�
�I�m traumatized and injured emotionally, so I don�t know how well I am right now.�
�Tony��
�I felt like I couldn�t do anything right��
�Are you being serious? Because I feel really bad.�
�Not completely.�
�For however you feel, I am sorry.� I stepped to him. �I am really, really sorry.�
He started at me for a second. �I�ll take that drink.�
I lifted a finger and walked over to my dresser and poured him a glass of wine. �So you forgive me?�
Tony pulled out a chair and sat and the small table. �Anna, you�re going through a lot. You really are. I understand it. You�re healing. It�s okay. It�s still really early.�
�It�s no excuse and it�s not okay to treat you like that.� I handed him the wine and sat across from him. �Forgiven?�
�Are you admitting you picked on me?�
�Oh my God, Tony I didn�t pick on you.�
He bit his bottom lip and smiled. �I�m not mad, I was just being cautious with you because I don�t want us to fight, Anna. Even a little. A spark of disagreement, yeah, that�s fine. But today. You had a crazy day. Crazy days happen.�
�It was crazy.�
�And you really never acknowledged what happened with Gil.�
�I did.�
�No.� He shook his head. �I feel bad. I feel really bad. He and I communicated all the time. He was a good guy. He didn�t deserve not to make it to the shelter.�
I rolled the glass of wine between my hands. �Will it be odd for me to say I am jealous?�
�I won�t even ask for an explanation. I know why you�re jealous. Gil got to be with Jackson first.�
�Yep. Did you feel the same way when your son�s mother died?�
�No.� Tony took a drink. �She killed herself. She�s probably burning in hell or purgatory or something like that.�
�Oh my God! I would never have expected you to say that.�
�I don�t really feel that way. She�s with him. That�s what she wanted and I couldn�t take it from her. She loved him as much as me and I was jealous to think she got to see him first.�
�So� you didn�t say, but it is obvious you were getting information from the fire hall people.�
Tony raised his eyes from the glass. �Are you wanting to talk about this?�
�Yes.�
�No.�
�What?�
�It�s too soon, you�ll bite my head off again, start picking on me, call me a bad father.�
�Tony, I apologized and� and� I underestimated you. I didn�t give you credit and you got the information you needed.�
�Without�� Tony lifted a finger than stood. �Gathering them in a room and having group therapy.� He poured more wine. �Wait� can I have more wine or will that make me a bad dad?�
�Stop it.�
�Oh no.� He shook his head. �You got a long time on that one.�
�As long as we are still friends.�
He grumbled a �hmm�, and returned to the table.
�What was that about?�
�Nothing. Anyhow�� He exhaled. �In a nutshell, Lenny was a dick. He controlled all the food from the get go and even though they were only in there a few days, there were a lot of fights. He led the group here to prove it was here.�
�Did any of them indicate they thought he was up to something?�
�Yep. Three.�
�So, Lenny is the bad one. What about the ones at the fire hall?�
�From what I gathered there were fifty there and we can expect about ten of them to come. They were Lenny�s buddies.�
�And the people here are okay?�
�Not all.�
�What do you mean?�
�Risking you taking the high road and high diddle, diddle, everyone is fine and fiddle and I�m overreacting, I think we should look at three or four of them working on the inside for Lenny.�
�Which ones?�
�Don�t know yet. I will.�
�I�m sure you will.�
�Well, I have to get back.� Tony finished that second glass quickly. �I wanna get the papers cleaned up and get some sleep. I want to figure out a way to watch the fence without putting lights outside to be a beacon.� He stood. �Even though that will make me have to hand my daughter over.�
�Oh my God!�
Tony smiled. �I�m giving you a hard time. All kidding aside, I have to get some sleep. Thank you for the wine.�
�No, problem. Any time.�
�I know.� He headed to the door.
�Oh!� I blurted out.
Tony stopped. �What?�
�I almost forgot. I have a gift for you. Sort of my peace offering, but I had it in mind to give it to you before things went nuts today.�
�A gift?� He asked. �You shopped in the bunker?�
I moved to my dresser and opened the top drawer, pulling out my old bingo bag.
�Did you actually play Bingo?�
�Yes, I loved it.� I reached in the bag. �I wanted to give this to you when we got here. But things really went bad, with Jackson and all, and it slipped my mind. I�m sorry. But here.� I reached for his left arm and raised the worn, but gold watch. �I know monetarily it doesn�t hold worth, but it will since a lot of people like you lost theirs to the EMP.� I slipped it over his wrist. �Before you can make a Tony sarcastic comment and ask if it was Gil�s� No.� I fastened it. �It was my father�s. He never took it off. It means a lot to me.� I fixed the watch. �You mean a lot to me. And think of it as my way of saying, I�ll always make time for you.�
Tony started. �Really?� he smirked. �Really?� He laughed a little. �That was really corny.�
I cringed. �It was. I was trying to be nice.�
�Anna, you are nice. You don�t have to try. You had a bad day. Your son� you lost your son not long ago. Your friend, that means the world to you, and don�t say he doesn�t� is gone. I think you�re doing amazing.�
�So are you, Tony. And I know I probably don�t tell you enough��
�You don�t.�
�I didn�t even say it. But I will. I appreciate you very much. Thank you for all that you do and have done, or will do.� My hand flung out. �I told you on the way here, I needed you and I do. And now that you have this watch, I don�t have to hear you on the radio calling out every ten minutes, �What time is it�?�
Tony added to my comment. �And having them tell me to look at the wall.� He smiled. �Thank you for this. I will take good care of it.�
�I know you will. Get some sleep.�
He leaned forward and kissed my cheek. �Thank you again.� He turned and walked to the adjacent door and paused.
�What�s wrong?�
He stood there for a second, shoulders moving up and down and then he faced me. �I�m� I�m gonna go out on a limb here.�
�Okay,� I said, not having a clue what he was talking about.
Tony stepped into the room, grabbed the pen from the table and moved it. He looked around.
�What are you doing?�
�Making sure there are no deadly objects around.�
�So you think I�m gonna kill you?�
�You may. If I am reading it wrong, you will. Just� you know me, I like to be prepared for the worst.�
�What are you talking about?�
�This.�
It was not what I expected. I was waiting for him to say something that I was going to disagree with, that was the wave length we had been on. Instead, Tony stepped to me, placed his hand on the side of my face and kissed me.
I think I responded, in fact I was pretty sure I responded. It was hard to say because I was not only surprised by the moment, but caught up in how it felt. Honestly, I must have lost the ability to fantasize, because I didn�t envision Tony and I ever crossing that line. I liked Tony, I liked him a lot, but I truly believed he saw me as a job.
But the way kissed me, told me I had been more than a client to him for a while.
With a gripping glide, he brought his hand up my arm until he cupped my face and then he pulled back from the kiss.
I stood there.
He closed one eye, probably debating on whether he should feel awkward. �I know� your dating history, and I know it has been six years, but that was a kiss.�
�Yes, it was.�
�Okay, so. No? Yes? What?�
�About?�
�The kiss.�
�Wow.�
�Is that a good wow, like �oh my God, not only is Tony hot, but he�s a master kisser� type of wow?�
I laughed. �I mean wow. As in you really took me by surprise. I did not see that coming.�
�So I should forget I did that?�
�I hope not.�
The corner of his mouth raised in a smirk and then Tony smiled and stepped to me again. �Good.� He brought me closer, as if he were gonna kiss me again, but he didn�t. He wanted me close. And I don�t believe he and I were ever that close. �I figured we�d been dating for a while, might as well get that first kiss out of the way.�
�You make me smile, Tony, when I need it. I don�t think you know how much that means to me.�
�I do.� He kissed me again, only a smaller one, and softly.
�You know, if it took you two months for our first kiss, I�m curious how long it will take to get to second base.�
�Ha. And on that note.� He darted a quick kiss to me. �Goodnight.� He started to pull away, but stopped. �And just for the record, that is not why I kissed you. Just so you know.�
�I know.�
Tony stepped back. �This�� he moved his hand back and forth. �You and me being maybe a �you and me� more than just the people who run this bunker, it means a lot. It does.�
�Then count on it.�
�Music to my ears.� He turned again.
�Can I ask something dumb?� I said. �Can I ask how long you wanted to do that?�
�Honestly?�
�Yes.�
He looked over his shoulder, then turned again. �Since the first day I met you.�
�Even though you labeled me fairly attractive?�
�I was being professional.� Tony winked. �Goodnight, Anna.� He leaned forward, kissed my cheek and headed back for the door.
I reached out and grabbed his hand. �Do you have to leave? I know you�re tired, and I understand.�
�I�m not tired,� he answered almost too quickly.
�Then, can you stay?�
�No.� he exhaled. �I cannot. Doing that, and leaving my daughter alone it another room, even for fifteen minutes, because let�s be realistic that�s pretty much the time frame, would make me a bad father.�
�Tony?�
�What?�
�Shut the door.�
He smiled, reached back, and he did.

35 � NIGHT VISION

August 18

My room as a mess. Tony became worse with making sure every exit was covered, at all times. He even started quizzing Tom and Peter on things on the monitors just to make sure they were paying attention.
In doing so, he was out on the floor, the bay and below a lot. My guilt over implying that he didn�t do a good job with his daughter, manifested with me taking over the role.
Being a sitter for Joie wasn�t a chore, it was what I needed. She was fun. I never had a daughter. She worked diligently on her pre-comet world poster. She cut pictures out perfectly, and pasted them on a huge piece of cardboard. I believed it would take her months to finish it. She worked at a slow pace and positioned things like a perfectionist.
Because Joie was an artist she reminded me of Jackson. She was so meticulous about her work, yet disorganized with everything else.
She worked on the little table in my room, and when she left in the morning or went to bed, she left it a mess.
Scissors, glue, pieces of paper everywhere. Every morning before I started my day, I cleaned up her mess so it was tidy and neat for her to begin working on again when she returned.
Tony came back and got her. Nelly was taking a field trip with the kids down to agriculture. They were going to collect eggs and get some sun.
Well, ultra violet light.
I was also guilty of that.
There was something pleasant about it, even with pecking chickens at my feet and that horrible smell. It was some variation of the sun. Something we hadn�t seen in weeks. If it hadn�t been for the fires burning, the world would have been dark long before it went black.
I thought about joining them on the field trip and then head up to monitoring to work with Peter on watching� nothing. Nothing but black. We continuously tried to use night vision, but it didn�t work.
Damnation Alley station turned out to be not a bad connection. The radio guys lightened up, at least when Peter and I called them.
Getting ready to leave, placing the final marker in the box, I noticed Joie had left her sweater.
I dressed her warmly, but it was cold in the bunker. There was nothing we could do about it, and Duke cautioned against pushing the boilers.
Craig said if we kept it at a cool temp and wore warm clothes we would be safe from hypothermia.
The nights were increasingly getting colder, and on the previous two evenings, I had stolen Joie and brought her into bed with me to cuddle and keep warm.
Tony looked at me strangely, even offering to help out there, but I said that wouldn�t be fair to Joie who needed the body heat. Plus, I didn�t want to deal with Joie asking why Daddy and Anna were in the same bed.
I already had to deal with, �Why did my father just kiss you?� comment, and that was over only a peck to the cheek.
I changed the subject with Joie.
Thinking of her made me think how cold she would be. She was so thin as it was. I couldn�t believe Tony forgot the sweater. It irritated me, but then again, I wouldn�t say anything to him. It would only fuel the �I�m a bad father� comments which still popped up intermittently.
I also knew the reason Tony forgot it.
He was pretty excited.
He seemed less tense and smiled. �It�s D Day.�
Thinking he was getting excited about the prospect of trouble, I asked him to clarify.
�It�s the day where I believe, I will be proven wrong. And you know, what? I�m happy about that.�
It took a second and I finally understood what he meant. It was already a few degrees below zero with temperatures rapidly dropping. Peter predicted that by the end of the day, by the time we had dinner, it would be somewhere around thirty degrees below zero� if not more.
Unless they had arctic gear, they weren�t making it the four miles.
There was a possibility that an impending attack was waiting right outside out walls, maybe even hiding out in the pharmacy down the road. They could have lit a bonfire, but it was so dark light didn�t carry.
Thirty degrees below was possible. But any lower was highly improbable.
Peter and Craig both agreed that if those who remained and survived outside weren�t somewhere protected and with heat, then they weren�t going to survive.
Ten minutes of exposure meant death.
Breathing in the air� was deadly as well.
Until the sun came back, and that was a long ways off, things would be nothing but a big deep freeze. Even after the sun returned, it would be like living in northern Canada.
So it was D-Day. If nothing happened, nothing would. Not yet and not for a while. And when it was possible again, for example when the sun came back out, we wouldn�t be blinded by the dark and we would see them coming.
I didn�t sweat it. I didn�t worry about an attack. Tony had things far too well covered.
While Tom and Tony talked about having a little relaxation party, unexpectedly, I cautioned against it.
�Let�s just wait,� I told them. �When temperatures are stable at an unsurvivable level, then we will celebrate.�
They looked at me strangely, but agreed. They were indulging in wishful thinking more than I was before they prepared.
Even though it was only a few days, Tony was tired. He worried a lot, barely slept and constantly checked on things.
He needed a break and some relief and I prayed he�d get it soon.
By the time I took Joie her sweater, they had gotten bored with the chickens and were on their way back to the lower floor of Hive Two.
Nelly said she was going to read with them.
I went to the switch room and was somewhat dismayed because Peter was already on the radio with Damnation Alley.
�You didn�t wait for me,� I said as I entered.
�They radioed us,� Peter replied.
�Anything new?�
�Nope. No other contact.�
�What�s the surface temperature?� I asked.
�Negative eighteen. Tomorrow at this time we will be at a chilly negative thirty.�
I peered up at the monitor that showed the outside. It was black. �It is even on?�
�Yeah it is. We had to retract it to clear the frost. That wasn�t supposed to happen.�
�Any good gossip?�
�Nope. It�s boring. We need you and Tony to fight again.�
I shook my head. �I�ll pass. That stressed me out.�
I leaned back in the chair watching the monitor. That was our job. Just watch the black screen. See if a speck of light danced around, something. The day before, watching a black screen actually made me sleepy.
Four hours and counting, I thought, until Tom showed up to take over.
I wished I had a more important role to play in the �protect the community� plan. But I suppose monitoring a black screen was a big deal.
There was one problem, like staring at a pattern, after a while your eyes play tricks on you and I swore it was happening.
The black on the screen changed. �Did I just see that?�
�I don�t know. What did you see?� Peter asked.
�It changed.�
�How can it change? It�s black.�
�It changed.�
�I think you were looking at it too�� Peter stopped talking �There, was that it?�
�Yes.� I grabbed the radio when both Peter and I saw the tiniest speck of light. It darted in then out like a star in a big black sky. �Tony, I need you in the switch room� stat.�
It took a few minutes for Tony to arrive and during the time we waited. We saw the dot of light just one more time.
He arrived with Abe.
�What�s going on?�
�It could be our imagination,� I answered. �But we saw a speck of light.�
�Both of you can�t imagine the same thing,� Tony said and looked at the screen.
Nothing was there.
�We saw it twice,� I explained. �Both times it darted in and out.�
Abe interjected. �The camera is on rotating. It can be coming from one area and hitting it on rotation.
It happened again. �There.�
�I saw it� Tony said then rubbed his head. �Okay, what is it?�
�I can suit up,� Abe said. �Go out with a headlamp and night vision.�
�Is that wise?� I asked. �That can be dangerous and the night vision may not work.�
�If the head lamp can cast enough light, it will.� Tony said. �Camera is showing that dot east of the fence.�
�I�ll come up through the hatch.�
�Sounds like a plan.�
Peter cautioned. �Cover all parts of you face. Try not to breathe in that air. It�s cold and you can only be out there only a few minutes.�
�Got it,� Abe said. �Give me five and I�ll be up at the hatch.�
I was uneasy about Abe going out there. Not only because of the temperature, but also the fact that someone was possibly there. Tony was nervous too. I could see it, even though he didn�t say a word.
Abe was a trained professional and I told myself that. I wished him luck when he left and waited with bated breath until he radioed.
�Climbing the hatch,� Abe said over the radio. �Christ, it�s cold already. I�m not even there.�
�There it is again,� Peter announced.
Tony spoke to Abe. �We definitely have something out there. Exercise extreme caution.�
�Tony, what�s the plan if there is someone or people out there?� I asked.
�This room gets secured. I want everyone else in their rooms with the doors locked.�
Abe came over the radio. �Almost up top. Getting the head lamp ready.�
�Roger, that,� Tony said.
�Tony, you think just to be safe, we should move everyone there now?�
�You know what?� Tony nodded. �Let�s do this. Peter I need you to start radioing Melissa, Craig and Duke. Tell them to secure their area and head to their rooms.�
�Will do,� Peter turned the chair and began the task.
�Nelly doesn�t have a radio,� I said. �I�m running over there.�
Tony nodded and handed me a radio. �Get them out and to level two. Just to be safe.�
I turned on the radio and when I did, Abe announced he was at the hatch.
I started to leave, but Tony stopped me. �Watch my daughter.�
�Absolutely.� I walked out of the switch room and to the walk away that led to Hive Two. Just as I began my short journey, I saw Nelly and the kids leaving. I raced to her. �Where are you headed?�
�Oh, the kids are restless. I thought I would walk them around.�
�We�re going on lock down. I need you to take them to your room and lock the door. Don�t come out until Tony or I give the all clear.� I said as I lifted Joie to my hip. �I�ll take her.�
�Everything okay?� Nelly asked.
�We�re just being cautious.�
Nelly nodded and holding the hands of the other two children, passed me and continued forward to Hive One.
�What�s going on?� Joie asked.
Abe�s voice came over the radio. �Tony, I�m out. Spotlight on. Damn, is it cold!�
�Tell me what you see,� Tony said.
Listening to the conversation, Joie on my hip, I walked to the switch room. I wanted to just let Tony know I had his daughter and that everything was fine. I arrived there and peeked in the room.
�Not seeing anything.� Abe reported.
�Keep looking.� Tony said, �Ben. Ben, come in.�
I knew that Ben was on watch in the bay.
�Ben, I need a report on those doors.�
Nothing. No response.
Admittedly, that made me nervous. I signaled Tony to get his attention and pointed to Joie.
He nodded in acknowledgment.
�Abe,� Tony called out. �Anything?�
There was no reply.
Just as I stepped back to leave, I heard Tony call out one more time.
�Abe, come in. Ben?�
Moving to the stairwell, I saw Tony rush from the switch room. �Peter, bolt this.� He called out then shut the switch room door and called to me as he ran. �Take her to your room� now.� He lifted the radio. �Skyler, I need you on the second floor.�
�Already in route.�
�Abe. Do you read?� Pause. �Abe.�
Then everything stopped.
At least for me it did.
It seemed as if everything was suspended in time when a male voice spoke over the radio and it was not Abe.
�Abe�s not available. But will I do?� the gruff voice spoke. �I�m already here.�
The sound of the unknown voice sent a bolt through me, causing a shot of nerves to tingle every inch of my body. With a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and legs feeling like jelly, I didn�t even bother to look to see what Tony was doing. I clenched Joie and high tailed it to those stairs. Our floor was one flight down and my room was not that far.
That was my safety goal.
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They came and had made it inside.
That was what was on my mind as I ran top speed down that single flight of stairs. That voice that called over Abe�s radio. We used three channels. One for security, one for general chatter and one that no one but Peter and I used to chat back and forth.
Tony had his radio on the security channel. That voice was familiar. It was Lenny. Without a doubt in my mind, it was Lenny.
My concern was on Joie and getting her to my room. The theory was, if anyone broke into our bunker, they would be more concerned with getting our weapons and our strong people. Those people wouldn�t be hiding in their rooms. So there was a safety factor.
Just as I arrived at my room, I saw the two fire hall children race down the hall in the direction of the stairs.
Nelly moved as best as she could. She wasn�t spry or young, so it was difficult.
�Here, come in here with, Joie.� I said. �I�ll get them.�
�No. No. I got this, go.�
She hurried passed me yelling to the kids to stop.
Why were they running?
I flew into my room with Joie, still holding her tight. After shutting the door, I realized� there wasn�t a lock. I never noticed because I never locked my door.
�Are you kidding me?� I blasted at the door.
�What�s wrong?� Joie asked. �What�s wrong?�
�Nothing.� I set her down and inched her back. �Go by the other door.�
The door opened inward, and not only did I have to secure the main door, but the adjacent door was well. I looked around. What did I have? The dresser, the table, the bed, the chairs. What would be easier to move, yet keep that door shut?
The chairs. I would prop one under the door handle.
I took a second to gather my thoughts. There was no more chatter on the radio and I smacked it against my hand to make sure it was working. The light blinked. Nothing.
Immediately I was struck with fear. What happened? What was wrong? But I couldn�t let that consume me. A clear head was needed. Maybe everything was all right. Surely, if there was a take over there would be gun shots?
If I heard chickens in the middle of the night, I would hear shots.
Nothing.
It was eerily quiet, like the calm before the storm.
The suddenly, I heard the �bang� of the second floor stairwell door. A sound I was used to because every time Duke walked through that door, he let it slam.
That was the sound I heard.
But it was more pronounced as if done loudly on purpose. It caused me to jump. It wasn�t a good sign, I knew it and felt it.
I spun to Joie and told her, �Hide.� Then grabbed the chair and ran to my door.
Everything Tony had said, felt and tried to convey, proved me wrong right there and then when the door blasted open and Lenny stood there.
I remember the clothes we gave him, the dark green button work shirt and dark pants, and he still wore the same clothes.
Had it been a movie, the clich� scenario would have him shut the door, pull out a gun and erupt into some deep speech on how he had returned, why he returned, and what he was going to do.
But it didn�t happen like that.
He blasted open that door, and stood with his arms to his side like a gorilla waiting to attack. He kicked back with his foot to slam the door and I got one call out on the radio, �Tony!�
That was it.
It happened so fast. He reached out for me, knocking the radio from my hand, grabbed my arm and yanked me to him.
I didn�t see a weapon, but did he really need one?
He pulled me into him and my chest hit his. He lifted me up by my arm and my shoulder ached as I fought to stand on tip toes.
He wasn�t getting the best of me. I struggled and fought, even though he was a much bigger man.
My left hand slammed into his gut, but it didn�t make a difference. He whipped out his other hand, slapped it against and over my face and spun me around.
His hand nearly suffocated me. It covered my mouth and the foul stench of his fingers crept up my nose.
He braced his arm around my waist pulling me against him, my back to his chest, and he whispered in my ear. �Easy now. Just gonna take you to the others.�
I shifted my body back and forth, left to right.
�Though I think you and I may have some fun before I cut your fucking head��
His words ended with a grunt, his hold released at the same time as he groaned out a quick cry of pain.
I fell immediately to the floor. He grabbed at my shirt in an attempt to hold on. As I hit the carpet, I saw the reason.
Without a doubt, she proved that she was her father�s daughter, even at five years old.
Joie stood there, looking in shock, her eyes wide. Protruding from Lenny�s thigh was the pair of scissors.
Joie�s scissors, the ones she used to make her collage.
�Run,� I ordered Joie. Without hesitation, I yanked the scissors from his leg while at the same time he snatched me from the floor and brought me back to him. I swung my hand upward and jammed the scissors directly into the center of his throat.
He released me and stumbled back, gurgling as he did. Before he could grab the scissors, I did. I was motivated by fear and rage fueled by something that caused me not to think, only to react. I pulled the scissors from his throat, and buried them into his neck again. Once more I retracted them and did so quickly. Lenny�s hands shot to his throat and blood poured over his fingers. He tipped forward, stammering and his eyes lifted. He fought to keep his balance, and as I made eye contact with him, I jammed the scissors into his ear.
That was the final blow.
Lenny�s hands dropped, his head cocked up and then Lenny fell face forward to the floor. He landed hard, making a crunching sound when he connected.
My head spun and I tried not to think about what I had just done. My shoulders shook as I fought to catch my breath. A pool of blood was forming under Lenny�s body, and I stepped back lifting Joie.
�Oh my God, thank you.� I kissed her. �Thank you.� I kissed her again.
Her frail arms wrapped around my neck.
My first inkling was to run, race from the room and get help, but I didn�t. Reality kicked in. What if there were more right outside the door? What if there wasn�t any help?
I had to think.
While I did, I cradled Joie�s head into me. �Don�t look at him.�
�Why?�
�Just� just don�t look.�
�Is he dead?�
�Yeah.�
What to do? Then I spotted the radio and grabbed it.
I depressed the button to call out and stopped. I called once for Tony, he didn�t come. I didn�t need to be a GSS person to know something was terribly wrong.
On my dresser, connected to my tablet were ear pieces I used to listen to Jackson�s music at night. I put the end into the radio, the other piece in my ear, and knowing that Peter was secure in the Switch room, I tuned the radio to our private chat channel.
�Peter,� I whispered. �Peter, please be there.�
�Oh my God, Anna. Where are you?�
�Peter, Joie and I are in my room. We�re fine. What�s going on?�
�Listen to me, Anna. How fast can you run?�
�Fast.�
�Get out of the room, run to the stairs, come directly up here. They�re on their way up from the fourth floor. You can beat them if you go now.�
�Who?�
�Run!�
I didn�t need to be told twice. With Joie in my arms, I stepped over Lenny�s body, cautiously opened the door and peeked out. When I saw no one in the hall, I did what Peter instructed and I ran. Radio in hand, child attached, I ran.
My heart raced like it had never done before when I heard the voices on the stairwell below me.
I could do it, I could make it. It was only one flight.
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I heard the footsteps pick up pace on the metal steps as I raced to the top.
Peter must have been watching through the camera, because he opened the door as soon as I arrived, pulled me in and locked it.
I emerged into a cigarette smoke filled room. Nelly had one arm crossed over her stomach as she leaned on the counter, smoking her Pall Mall.
�Where are the kids?� I asked, setting down Joie, then looked at Peter. �What�s going on?�
Everything felt rushed, it was hard to breathe. I tried to take it all in. Before Nelly or Peter could answer, someone was banging on the switch room door.
Continuous banging.
The voices were muffled, but I could make out some of the words. They were definitely threatening to break down or shoot the door.
Peter threw off a strangely irritated energy, and walked to the counter that held all the controls. He leaned forward as he pressed a button.
I couldn�t see the monitor, Peter�s body was blocking it, but clearly he spoke to the person on the other side of the door.
�Hey, asshole. This is a safe room. You can�t blew up the door. It also has a fail safe moron, in case of infiltration. So go on, piss me off a little more, because all I really care about in this bunker is in this safe room with me. I�ll release the Sarin gas, kill off all you people and spend the rest of the apocalypse living happily ever after with a hot chick. Test my nerd ass on that one.�
He stared down, exhaled and stood up.
�Did they leave?� I asked.
�Yeah.� Peter replied.
�That was a really good lie.�
�That wasn�t a lie.�
�Which part?�
�The Sarin gas part.�
My eyes widened and I felt the puff of smoke seep under my nose. �Nelly, where are the kids?�
�Goddamn little bastards.�
�Who?�
�The kids.� She hit her cigarette again.
�They�re children.�
�They�re in on it.�
I faced Peter.
Hand behind his neck, he nodded. �They are.�
�What�� I threw up my hands. �Is going on. What is the situation?�
�OK,� Peter sat down. �When Tony was unable to get a hold of everyone, I switched the monitors to see what was going on. We weren�t monitoring the areas that were patrolled. By the time I saw, he was on his rampage and flew out.�
I pulled Joie close to my hip. �How many of them are in here?�
�Well�� Peter said. �There were ten remaining of the ones that arrived. Three are kids. Which left three women and four men.�
�Ok, that didn�t answer my question. Are the fire hall people here?�
�Yes.�
�How many are here?�
�Seven.�
�No. no.� Surely Peter was confused. I waved my hand. �How many broke in?�
�None.�
I blinked. �Excuse me?�
�We had it all wrong.� Peter turned his chair to the monitors.
�We saw someone coming in.�
�We did,� Peter answered. �And I have been piecing together what happened and I think I have it down. Like I said we weren�t actively monitoring the areas we had patrolled. When Tony couldn�t reach Abe, I worried, when he couldn�t reach Ben, I pulled up this.� A few clicks on the keyboard and the image on monitor four switched to Ben holding up his hands. The person holding the gun on him was out of the picture.
�Who is that?� I asked.
Peter rewound. �No sound on replays.� He clicked. �Watch. This was before Abe even went up.� He forwarded it. �Now look.�
Stew, or as the others called him, Birthmark man because of the birthmark on his check approached Ben.
�Ben talks to him.� Peter narrated. �No problems. All is fine and then��
I gasped in shock when Birthmark man pulled a gun on Ben. There was an exchange and the radio sailed to the ground. It looked as if Ben was going to get the better of the situation until another person entered the room wearing an arctic gear coat. His face was completely shielded, as he helped to overpower Ben. Birthmark man held him at gunpoint. �Who is that?�
�My guess� Lenny.�
�Lenny left,� I said.
�Yeah, after this� watch.�
As soon as Peter said that, the big man in the Arctic coat slipped out the blast doors and the doors closed leaving Ben under armed guard.
Peter swiveled his chair. �I went through the footage. Again, we only have four monitors and we use them wisely. One of them always shows the outside. We watched the outside of storage, never inside. When I pulled up that feed, that�s where I realized Lenny was hiding. He never left. He made us think he left. When he hid.�
�Why did he make us think he left? That makes no sense.�
�Yes, it does,� Peter said. �We think he leaves, we start focusing on what�s outside our home instead of inside. What you and I saw was Lenny heading to the hatch with a flashlight, because he knew Tony would send someone up that hatch. Focusing outside, keeps the focus off the others inside.�
�What happened to Abe?� I asked.
Peter switched the monitor. �Unfortunately, we lost him. He beheaded him.�
The image showed Abe�s remains.
�Don�t look.� I told Joie.
�Why?� she asked.
I threw out my hands.
Peter continued, �Lenny came down the hatch, dropped the arctic gear, and gathered the others.�
�I am completely lost. Where are the other fire hall people? The ones that stayed back.�
Nelly chuckled once. �What part of inside job aren�t you getting? There were never any people at the fire hall. That crew that came here� that was it. They had their story all together. They told us they hated Lenny. Made us think that Lenny left. When all along it was part of the plan to just over take the joint.�
Finally I understood. They were smarter than we gave them credit for. They led us to believe there was an outside force we had to watch out for, when all along, they were the ones.
�Not all,� I said.
�All,� Peter replied.
�The kids.�
�Crafty bastards,� Nelly griped. �I was chasing them. We get to the walkway and the strawberry blonde, Amanda, pulls out a gun. They kids freaking laugh and run to her. I was ready to give up when Peter here pulled me in this room.�
�I was watching,� Peter said.
�How many people have we lost?� I dreaded asking that.
�Just Abe,� Peter answered.
�Where�s Tony?�
�With the others.� Peter pulled up the monitor. �This is a live feed.�
The video showed the dining area. Tony was in a chair with his hands tied behind his back to a chair, as was Skyler, Ben and Craig. Melissa and Duke were not tied, but had guns pointed at them.
It was hard to make out, but it looked to me like Birth Mark man, the Breast Feeding mother and another man held them hostage.
�How did this happen?� I asked. �I mean� how? And how did three of them get all of our people under control?�
�First,� Peter explained. �When Tony arrived up at the bay, Ben was at gun point so Tony dropped the weapon. They could have turned it. But these sickos have Baby John at knife point.�
I looked to where he pointed and sure enough, the one man without a weapon, held the baby. The kids were running around freely in the room as if nothing was going on.
�We�re missing two and Spencer.� I said.
�Level Five. Agriculture,� Peter explained. �They left him to chase you. He raced down there. They have him now. But he�s armed. Always is. The weapon is in the back waist of his pants. He just is waiting for a chance.�
I brought my hand to my face and ran my fingers down in frustration. I noticed something happening in the dining area. �What are they saying? Can we hear?�
�Yeah,� Peter turned up the volume.
�Pipe down!� Birth mark man yelled at Skyler. �All of your distraction tactics are not gonna change things.�
�Then what are you waiting for!� Skyler blasted.
I saw the look on Tony�s face, he was thinking and he kept tossing warning glances at Skyler.
�We�re waiting on Lenny.�
�Where is he anyhow?� Meagan asked. �What the hell. We�re doing all his work.�
�Let him go. He�ll be here,� Birthmark man said. �He wanted to have a little fun with that one�s girlfriend.� He pointed at Tony.
Tony lost his cool and, hands tied, he raged forward, chair and all toward birthmark man. Before he could reach him, Melissa cold cocked him with the butt of the rifle, sending Tony flying back.
Joie watched and screamed.
Quickly, I covered her face. �Oh my God. He�s okay, baby, he�s okay.�
Joie whimpered against my shoulder.
�Where is Lenny?� Peter asked. �I lost him.�
�So did they,� I replied, �He�s dead. Joie and I took him out.�
�Wow. Good job, and good psychological game on them. They have no clue.�
�Okay. Okay.� I held up my hand. �Listen. This has to stop. We can stop this. We outnumber them.�
�They�re armed.� Peter argued.
�We still outnumber them. Spencer is not down, not yet, he�s on his way up and they�re moving slowly. He�s waiting on something, I can see. That�s why he�s moving slow.�
�He�s moving slow because he can�t breathe,� Peter explained. �He has pneumonia. Anna.�
�There has got to be a way. And we have to do something before they find out Lenny is dead.�
�I agree. But what are our options?�
�We take them.�
�Yes. Sure.� Calmly, Peter nodded. �We take them.� He stated. �How? How? We have you. Who, by the way, is the most qualified because you took out Lenny. After you is a child. We have me. I�m a science guy. We also have an aging, depressed, ailing cop, and a chain smoking seventy-five year old woman. We are not the Avengers here, Anna.�
�There has to be some way. Something. If we just put our heads together and think.� I said.
�If you two don�t mind.� Nelly struck a match and lit up another cigarette. �I have a plan.�

38 � AVENGERS

�This is so crazy,� Peter said. �This actually may work.�
While Peter was busying being the narrator of the video feed, and while we were engaged in a conversation, Nelly, puffed on her cigarette, looked at the situation and came up with a plan.
Everyone was involved.
It hinged, though, on the first part working.
That involved Nelly.
It also involved the fact that the two with Spencer believed wholeheartedly that she was feeble and not a threat.
There wasn�t time to argue, she spewed forth the plan like General Patton. We listened, nodded and agreed. It was the only plan we had.
Taking the .38 handgun from the switch room drawer, along with Tom�s hidden bottle of bourbon, Nelly, extinguished her half smoked cigarette, warned us not to throw it away and left the switch room.
She knew they were moving slowly up the stairwell.
We didn�t have audio on the feeds from the stairs and we could only hope that Nelly was doing what she said.
�If they hear a non threatening sound, they won�t shoot first or get violent,� she said.
Nelly�s plan was to sing in a drunken manner, while making her approach before they saw her. She held the bottle in her hand. The small handgun was in her other hand, concealed under the long sleeve of her over sized sweater.
Was she singing?
We guessed she was, because the woman and man who escorted Spencer stopped in the stairwell. They even looked like they were laughing.
Spencer however, was more diligent in watching them.
Finally, we saw Nelly come into view and as planned, she stumbled down the steps.
�Oh, they aren�t buying this,� Peter said.
But he was wrong.
Stationary on the steps, Nelly swayed back and forth. The woman near her reaching to grab her arm. Holding the bottle in her left hand, Nelly took a drink, then instead of lowering it like she pretended to do, she did a back handed swing of the bottle smashing it into the face of the woman.
The woman tumbled back and before the man could even rush forward in reaction, Nelly extended her other arm and fired a single shot.
�Holy crap.� Peter commented. �She�s an elderly female John Wayne.�
I wanted to scream with joy when I saw it. The woman was down, the man was shot, and in youthful enthusiasm, I high-fived Peter and then Joie.
She did it. Nelly did it. When she first told us she was a good shot, I wasn�t too keen on believing her. However, she had just proved it to us.
Part one.
Sound traveled and echoed in the bunker and we knew it. Immediately we watched those in the dining area for a reaction to the shot.
Peter and I had talked about it.
There were only three of them there and six of us in that room.
There was no way they were going to take a chance and send someone to follow a single shot. Not when, to the best of their knowledge, there were still three of their people in the bunker.
We wagered on only their acknowledgment of the shot, and we were right. It was time for part two of the plan.
Nelly and Spencer arrived back at the switch room.
The man was shot in the chest and they left him to bleed out, while they had locked the unconscious woman in a storage closet on the third floor.
�That was amazing planning,� Spencer said. �Thank you. I was waiting until they brought me to the others, but this is much better.� He watched the monitor and studied. �Have they moved much at all?�
�No,� I answered and the kids seemed to be staying with the baby on the far side of the room.�
�Good,� Spencer stated. �We know what to do.�
I held up three fingers to Peter. �Three seconds. That�s all. That�s all you need to do.�
�I got it.�
I took a deep breath.
Nelly was also the brainchild of the second part. She reminded us that the exterior stairwell wasn�t the only way to get from the lower level of Hive Two to the dining level. The spiral fire escape staircase, east of the artificial window was also an entrance.
It was a good plan.
There were only three of them.
�We all have one shot at this,� I stated. �One. If we each do our part, this should work.�
Spencer was armed, as was Nelly. Since I was deemed some sort of hand to hand combat Rambo because of Lenny, I had Peter�s pocket knife.
The plan was this. Spencer would take position, with his back flush, out of sight, against the exterior door, while Nelly and I made our way up the spiral stairs.
To get to the lower level, we had to use the exterior staircase. This meant sound. Feet on metal.
In order to pull it off we needed a distraction. We had two. One was Peter and the other was Joie.
I crouched down to be at her level. �If you don�t want to do this, you don�t have to do it.�
�I can do this. I want to save Daddy.�
I couldn�t believe I was putting a child in danger. Nelly was convinced that her theory of non threatening sound would hold true.
After giving Joie a kiss and quick embrace, we left Peter and all quietly made our way down the walkway.
Once we made it to the top of the stairs, Spencer rushed into position and we signaled Joie to begin.
She stared vocally at first. Steadily singing a children�s song. We hurried down the exterior steps into the lower level.
Joie was loud.
She clicked her feet against the floor as she skipped and sang.
Nelly and I moved across the lower level and to the spiral staircase.
�Hold it. It�s just a kid,� I heard one of the men say.
We inched our way up the stairs.
�Oh, hey Daddy.� Joie said happily. �What are you doing? Why are you bleeding?�
Please, be careful, Joie, I thought and placed the ear piece to my radio in my ear, while hooking the radio to my belt.
�Come� come here baby, come here. Stand by Daddy.� Tony said.
We were nearly at the top.
�Get the kid.� Meagan stated.
�No!� Tony yelled. �It�s my child. She can stand by me.�
�I want to be by Daddy.�
Finally we had made it. Eyes over the edge, Nelly and I stayed low. I held up my finger to Nelly and mouthed the word, �One shot.�
She winked, took aim and pointed out. Her way of conveying, she was good.
I couldn�t see Spencer at all. I hoped he was good, too.
Joie stood by Tony.
�Where� where�s Anna?� Tony asked.
�Oh.� Joie put her finger to her mouth. �She�s with some man. He was kissing and hugging her, �Joie sang her words with devilish sarcasm. �I let them go. It was yucky. They love each other. Does that bother you Daddy? Are you mad?�
Tony closed his eyes.
Meagan, Birthmark man and the other man laughed.
I lifted the radio and whispered. �Now.�
Peter was on. After only a slight hesitation, the sprinkler system was set off and the water sprayed down.
All three captors exposed their weakness when their attention was drawn up in surprise to the spraying water.
I sprinted forward at the same time Spencer emerged from the door way in SWAT Team fashion. They were waiting on me. It had to be timed. We couldn�t take a chance on Baby John. I arrived at the man who held him. Everything moved so fast, I didn�t even have time to comprehend what all was happening. My pocket knife sank into the flank of the man holding Baby John at the same time that Nelly fired at Meagan.
Down went Meagan and the second shot was a single bullet fired at the forehead of Birthmark man.
The sprinklers stopped, but the floor was slippery and as the man struggled with the wound I had inflicted, I lost my footing and slipped to the floor. The blood from his wound spurted out and Melissa charged forth, grabbing Baby John before he slipped from the hands of his captor.
It was a plan that wasn�t thought out over a long period of time. We moved on an act of faith and acted on gut instinct and passion.
It could have gone terribly wrong. Thankfully, it didn�t.

Peter raced into the room, jumping with a victorious �Yes!�. He bounced up and down in enthusiasm, seemingly forgetting all the death that had occurred.
I raced over to Tony and using the bloody pocket knife, I cut the ropes from his wrist. He immediately grabbed on to Joie and me and brought us into him.
�Oh my God.� He kissed her then me. Back and forth, over and over. �I was so scared for you two. So scared.�
Tony was rattled, I couldn�t imagine what he felt.
�We�re fine� I told him.
�Lenny. Did he hurt you?� Tony asked.
�No.� I shook my head. �Thanks to your daughter, he didn�t have a chance.�
Tony looked curiously at Joie but then embraced her again in gratefulness.
�I�ll explain it to you later,� I told him.
It was as if Tony didn�t want to let either of us go, but he had to. Despite his tough exterior, Tony was injured.
He said something to the effect that it was over.
In a way he was right, it was over. The situation had ended.
I looked around at the carnage in the dining room, and at the mess that had become of our perfect, tidy, preplanned world.
Yes, the danger was over, but emotionally and physically, I knew the situation was far from over.

39 � CLEANING UP

The blood on the floors, the bodies, the water that soaked the kitchen, they are part of the clean up process, but so was something else.
The two children, Angel and Luke along with the eighteen month old girl were among remaining fire hall people.
The only adult survivor was Luke�s mother.
�Get rid of them all,� said Nelly.
�Nelly, come on,� Spencer said. �They�re kids.�
�I don�t care. Well, the baby can stay. The six year old boy and five year old girl danced around without a care in the world.� Nelly stated. �Our people were tied up, guns pointed at them, and they didn�t blink. Something is wrong with them. If they don�t turn now, they will later. They�ll be trouble.�
Spencer laughed in disbelief. �They are children. They stay.� He looked at me. �They stay.�
I glanced over to Peter. �What do you think?�
�I think we need to think about who is going to take care of them. Because obviously, the mother has to go. We can�t let her stay. Honestly, I�m on the fence about the kids.�
I found it hard to believe that rational people like Peter and Nelly were speaking like they were. We four were making the decisions, while Craig treated the wounds of our people. The decision of the children, not the mother. That was unanimously voted on.
But the kids�.
I did see Nelly�s point. Prior to knowing Joie, I would have argued that there was no way the kids could have known what was happening. I thought back to how aloof Jackson was at that age. But Joie had been an intricate part of the rescue. She knew what had to be done and said.
If she understood. So did those kids.
But they were kids, and ignoring the �You�ll be sorry� from Peter, I made up my mind that they would stay. Angel was dealing with seeing the father killed and Luke would lose his mother as well.
They were still young enough to be influenced with love and kindness.
Before the remaining clean up could occur, we had to toss out the trash.
The remaining guilty.
Clarisse.
That was her name.
All the drama had happened before it was lunch, and it would be almost dinner time, if we all worked together, before we got the bunker back to normal.
�If you want to give her a fighting chance,� Peter says. �She has to go now. In a few more hours she won�t last fifteen minutes.�
A fighting chance.
Did I want to give her a fighting chance? Did they give Abe a chance?
My answer was that I would.
For a moment that morning, I lost who I was. Whether or not they were deadly, I took two human lives and was facing that guilt. Her death would not be at my hands, and I could mentally deal with setting her out into the wilderness if I gave her a fighting chance.
I packed a backpack with rations and water. In that bag was a Mylar blanket, matches, and hand warmers.
We had six arctic suits and I gave her one along with a good strong hand held spot light.
�Are we putting on the perimeter lights?� Peter asked.
�No. I don�t want to light up the world for everyone to see. She has the spotlight, she can make it,� I said. I believed that.
Tony and I didn�t don full arctic gear, but we wore the coats as we escorted her up to the bay.
Luke came with us and we covered him in a thermal blanket
We debated on letting him see his mother leave. But Clarisse wanted to have a last goodbye with her son before she walked out the door into the black cold abyss.
The mother in me could not deny that.
Did I feel guilty? Yes. I struggled with the decision. I actually did.
�This is insane,� Tony whispered to me. �You saw what they did. I would have just taken her out as is.�
�Wasn�t there enough death today?�
Clarisse was calm and knew she had to leave. She didn�t fight it and she showed no fear.
�If I survive this,� she said. �I want to come back for my son. I�ll stand at the gate until you see me.�
I didn�t answer her, but I was certain my eyes conveyed that I understood.
The door was still closed, she had all she needed and before covering her face, she kneeled down to be at her son�s level.
Luke grabbed on to her. �Don�t go.�
�I have to.� She said. �Mommy did something bad.�
�Please. Please. Don�t leave.� He cried.
�I have to. I�ll be back. I will. I love you. I love you so much. Everything I did, I did so you will live. This� is so you�ll live.�
He shook his head, clutching to her.
�Baby, let go.� She removed his arms. �Mommy has to leave.�
Clarisse had to pry his arms from her and she didn�t make eye contact with me during her goodbye. I suppose she didn�t want me to think she was trying to change our minds.
She had accepted her fate.
I truly felt bad for the boy.
�Cover your face and lower the goggles.� Tony told her. �The cold will burn your eyes, they�ll water and the tears will freeze.�
She did as instructed.
Luke sobbed loudly once more.
Tony reached for the door. �Anna, hold your breath, cover the boy and move him back.�
I wrapped Luke tighter in the blanket and inched him back from the blast of cold air that I knew would come in.
Tony undid the locks.
He looked at me and opened the door.
I was holding my breath, but even in the coat I could feel the cold air.
Clarisse looked over her shoulder at Luke, and after adjusting the bag over her shoulder she turned on the spotlight and stepped into the darkness.
It consumed her and the light almost immediately.
Tony pushed on the door, but before it latched and closed, Luke cried out a screaming, �Mommy�� and took off out the door after her.
He left the blanket behind and a state of panic hit me.
He was a child, a small child.
He vanished into the blackness. How scared would he be? Driven by the bravery to be with his mother, the child ran out without thinking.
He would drown in that sea of dark, frigid air.
�Oh my God.� I grabbed the radio. �Pete hit the perimeter lights now!�
�What are you doing?� Tony asked.
I started to hyperventilate, and within seconds the huge spotlights outside lit up and brightened a wide area.
It was something we didn�t want to do. The glow of it would send a smoke signal. But it had to be done.
And I was grateful I made that choice.
Clarisse never knew her son followed her. She had veered left and the child ran straight.
Without a coat he was a good thirty feet from his mother, in the dark he would had never seen her.
When the lights came on, Clarisse stopped.
I raced out despite Tony�s warning, and ran to the child.
The cold air caused a stabbing pain in my bronchial tube, I was afraid to breathe, but in the few seconds, the child, without a coat, was on the frozen ground.
When I arrived at the boy, he was already frosted over. Again, I panicked. I had to get him back in and fast. I saw Clarisse running our way and just as I shucked my coat in a rush from my shoulders, another coat landed over the child and Tony swept Luke into his arms, spun, didn�t say anything, and raced back to the bunker.
It was a freezing cold, like I had never felt. A �to the bone� cold and I pulled my jacket back on, slipped a little on the ground as I stood and headed to the bunker.
In my route, I passed Clarisse and stopped.
Her goggles were off and she stared at me desperately. Her eyelashes were frozen over and I could feel mine doing the same.
She was a mother fearing for her son. And whether she was a good person or bad, I understood her worry. I really did.

The lights went back off as soon as I hit the open bunker doors. I could only assume, Peter was watching. I walked in and shut the door. I was still cold. A cold that had reached my bones and I was only outside for a few minutes. Survival, in my opinion, was not an option if left exposed. It was flat out impossible.
I headed down the long haul of stairs to the main fail safe door and Tony approached as soon as I emerged on the walkway that connected the two hives.
�Anna.� He spoke firmly yet calmly.�You are a good person, you really are, and I understand why you did that. But you lit us up like the Madison Square Garden Christmas tree. Anyone even remotely close saw that.�
�No one is out there, Tony. It�s too cold.�
�It was a crazy thing to do. I know the boy ran out. It crushed me when I saw it too. But he wanted his mother. It was insane Anna, you could have died. I wanted to kill you for that choice.�
�Yeah, well, if you wanted to kill me over that choice. I guess I�m a goner over this one.�
�What are you talking about?�
I stepped back and reached into the stairwell, waved my hand, and Clarisse emerged.
Tony looked at me and then walked away.

40 � BEING HUMAN

Because he was unprotected by the elements, and the temperature was severely low, Luke suffered immediately form hypothermia. He was being monitored and treated in the medical room. Of course, he had an IV.
I placed Ben as guard on the door, while Clarisse sat with her son. I was prepared for the backlash. Ben didn�t say much; just that it was my decision.
�Are you one of those bleeding hearts?� asked Nelly. She griped and complained but then, like Ben, said it was my choice.
Melissa understood. She even stated such. If there were more than one remaining, she would disagree, but it was just the one woman. How much damage could she do?
Tom wholeheartedly disagreed with that. We were merely guessing that there weren�t any more people at the fire hall. We didn�t know for sure. He wasn�t trusting her. Why would he?
Craig and Skyler pretty much mirrored each other in opinions. Stating �what�s done is done�, and �you can�t send her out there now�.
�You could,� said Duke. �But since you�re being humane, then you don�t. We place her under lock and watch. What else can we do?�
Peter said to give her a pair of gloves and a bucket and put her on clean up.
I agreed to that and I agreed to locking her up.
Anything to keep the peace because I knew the others weren�t happy with my decision.
Tony on the other hand, avoided me.
I hated that we were once again at odds.
Tony had taken over the little office next to Peter. He didn�t go there to work as much as he went there to hide out from everyone.
Since the Clarisse incident, he had been busy cleaning, despite Craig telling him to take it easy with his facial injuries.
When I knew he was in that office, I cornered him.
�This relationship won�t work,� I said as I entered. �If we keep fighting. It�ll be a long haul.�
�We aren�t fighting.� Tony kicked back at the desk chair. �And this relationship has no choice but to work. We have years to work on it.�
�You�re mad at me.�
�Nope.� He shook his head. �Just trying to understand your reasoning�
�Tony, if you would have seen her face. How desperate she looked.�
�She was cold.�
�It was her son that was injured.�
�If she was so worried about her son she wouldn�t have joined the others.� He leaned forward.
�She did what she did out of desperation. She wanted to make sure he survived.�
�Then she should have asked for our help.�
�Why are you countering everything I say?�
�Why are you defending her?�
I growled.
�Look, here�s the deal.� Tony walked round the desk. �We as a community all agreed to kick her out. You brought her back in. What does that say to us about how you feel about what we want?�
�You�re right.�
�I know.� He stepped to me. �But what�s done is done.�
�I keep hearing that.�
�What else do you want everyone to say? Just stick to your guns about kicking her out when the temperatures are tolerable.�
�I will. I promise.� I held up my hand.
�Now,� He pulled me closer. �How are you?�
�Me? I�m fine.�
�Are you? Because you dealt with a lot today. Things that you typically wouldn�t have to deal with.�
�I know. I�m fine for now. What about you?�
�Well my face hurts and my ego is bruised,� Tony said.
�You�re ego is bruised?�
�Uh, yeah. I did this shit for a living. Yet, part of my rescue team, was a five year old, an old woman, an aging sick cop and Peter. Peter?� He grunted. �Of all people.�
�Peter is a nice man.�
�Yes, everyone is well aware of how nice you think Peter is.�
�You didn�t mention me in your wild rescue crew list.�
�That�s because I�m not surprised. You rise to the occasion Anna.�
�Thank you.�
�Sometimes, you rise and miss the occasion,� he said with sarcasm.
�What do you mean?�
�You get your own agenda in your head. Like when we drove out here. No problem,� Tony waved out his hand. �Come on everybody, hop on in, we�re going to a survival shelter, plenty of room.�
I closed my eyes and shook my head. I felt him dart a quick kiss to my lips.
�And on that note,� He squeezed my hand, and placed his lips to my cheek. �Back to work. And� thank you. Thank you for today.� He walked by me to the door.
�Tony.� I reached back and grabbed his hand. �I�ll get better with my choices.�
�Nah. If you did that, just think of how boring things would be.� He opened the door and left.
At first I smiled at his words, but then after a minute, I descended into a metal debate on whether or not he had just complimented my decisions or insulted them. Knowing Tony, I decided to wager on the latter.
<><><><>
Cleaning up took most of the day and into the evening. My room was still not done, and it was the worst. It had the most blood and it would need to be redone.
Tony offered for me to stay with him and Joie, but I declined. There were plenty of rooms available. Although no matter how much we tried, we couldn�t get it very warm in the shelter. It was going to be a long, cold, night. Plus, Tony needed that time alone with Joie. For as tough as she projected to be, Joie had a rough day.
We all did.
I should have been tired but I wasn�t.
Craig and Skyler decided to take on the task of caring for Angel and like everyone else, they were going to bed early.
It was quiet. Tom was working the night shift in the switch room. He was an option to visit if I could just calm down.
Problem for me was, with the quiet of the night came the thoughts and suddenly my mind raced with everything that had happened earlier in the day.
My plan was to go down to the lower level, kick up a fire in the portable fireplace, since no one would see the smoke signal, sip on some wine and just reflect.
Someone else had the same idea.
I spotted the orange glow when I walked in.
Spencer was sitting on one of the couches holding a mug and staring into the fire.
�I�m sorry. Am I interrupting?� I asked.
Being funny, he looked left to right. �Nope. Have a seat. The fire will burn another hour. Enjoy.�
I walked over and sat next to him, turning my body his way to have a face to face conversation.
�What brings you down here?�I asked.
�Reflection.�
�Me, too. Seems we had the same idea.�
He reached over and patted my leg. �How are you?�
I glanced down to my drink. �It�s hitting me.�
�I�m not surprised.�
�I don�t understand what I�m feeling,� I said to him. �I�m afraid to tell Tony.�
�What is it?�
�I feel guilty. Horribly guilty. I feel like I�m in a bad dream and I have this overwhelming feeling of bad. That I did something bad.�
�From taking a life?�
I nodded.
Spencer tightened his lips. �Why wouldn�t you tell Tony that?�
�He�s proud of what I did today.�
�He�s proud of how you reacted.�
�I took two lives today,� I said. �I can�t process all this death. I can�t. And I know what they did and how they acted, and I know their intentions, but no matter what, I still�� I choked on the words. �Killed two men. I can�t forgive myself for that.�
�You will. Eventually, you will.�
�You were a cop. This probably sounds silly to you.�
�Are you kidding me?� Spencer asked. �Anna, it doesn�t matter how many times you fire a gun at someone, you feel it. It bothers you. It bothered me today. Maybe I could have just injured her. We can second guess all we want, but the bottom line is, you feel the way you feel because you are human.�
�But even now, in this new world?�
�Right now, in this new world, it�s even more important not to lose that. You hear me? You make the decisions based on the good of humanity. That�s what makes you the person you are.�
I whispered a thank you and took a sip of my wine. �Can I ask you something?�
�Sure.�
�You don�t have to tell me. But� why did you want to stay behind and die when the comet was coming?�
Spencer�s first reaction was a heavy exhale.
�You changed your mind.�
�I didn�t want to die, Anna. No one does. And I still feel bad for coming here.�
�Why?�
�For the same reason I wanted to watch it all end. I don�t want to be a bother.�
�Spencer, you are not a bother.�
He paused, then very seriously looked at me. �I�m sick, Anna.�
�The pneumonia will take some time to��
�No, Anna, I am sick. I was diagnosed three months ago with ALS -Lou Gehrig�s disease. I was set to retire in January. My health wasn�t holding up. My legs get weak, and some days my arms don�t want to move. It started out so minor that I never noticed. But then it hit me.�
I reached over and laid my hand on his arm. �I am so sorry.�
�No, I am. Because unless, I get up the nerve to walk out that door, then eventually I�ll be a burden to you all.�
�No, you won�t. You can�t say that and you can�t think that way. This is a different life now. None of us know what is going to happen. In this world now, we never know when it will be our time. And you�re not a man with an illness, Spencer. In this shelter you are another survivor and you�re doing the same thing as the rest of us. Doing the best we can, taking it one day at a time.�
�Thank you for that.�
�Thank you�� I waved my hand out. �For this.�
Spencer raised his cup. �Here�s to taking it one day at a time.
I clinked my glass to his. �One day at a time.�

41 � DISSIPATION

October 20

By all research, models and predictions given by Peter, our veil of darkness was supposed to lift weeks earlier.
For days following the trigger day, we watched, waited and hoped.
Nothing.
Too much had gone on globally and his prediction was out the window. It sent Peter into a semi-depressed state.
Despite how nice the bunker was, it was cold and because we didn�t want to push the boilers, it hovered around sixty degrees. To those who lived outside, I guess that was a tropical paradise. To us, we thrived on the once a day, one hour fireplace hovering.
We set it up at bed time.
The fire place as designed as a backup. Enough wood to get us through the impact winter and darkness until we could go out and retrieve more.
I don�t know which brilliant mind did the math, but they were way off.
It was the one thing we had to ration.
I think we were fairing rather well, immersing ourselves into odd routines once the dust from our August attack had settled.
Physically, everyone was back to normal. Clarisse had been confined to the third floor of the hive and was allowed to walk freely with an escort. That escort was Spencer. He wanted the exercise.
Mentally we stayed strong as well, and I attributed that to Craig.
One night, not long after the attack, Craig, like such a teacher, called us to attention. �If we don�t take preventive measures, we could very well be facing something we didn�t think of. Without sunlight, without exposure, the body goes into a mode. Lack of sunlight also decreases serotonin. We need stimulus day and evening to keep us going. If not S.A.D. is a very serious condition.�
�S.A.D?� Tony asked.
�Seasonal Affect Disorder.�
�S.A.D.� Tony nodded once. �So if we don�t do something, we�re all gonna be sad?�
We laughed at Tony�s silly comment.
Craig did not. �This is serious. I am going to set up a schedule for each and every one of you. And you need to follow it or we will not be in a good mental state when the darkness ends. And yes, it is ironic that the depression state is an acronym called �Sad�.�
Craig and Tony worked together to make sure our down time wasn�t enough to make us crazy. We all had jobs, and then a second job in another department we trained in.
I reviewed a daily inventory, worked four hours a day in the Switch Room and trained with Craig.
The first order of business was learning an IV. Go figure.
We had game night on Tuesdays and Thursdays and every evening after dinner, we wound down around the fire and played that jukebox.
Of course, the jukebox stopped working for some reason.
Things were going smoothly.
I started a healing process. I still looked at Jackson�s picture every day, talked to him and listened to his music. It still hurt, but it hurt a little less.
I missed my son. How much of an asset he would have been.
One evening, we had fresh salad for the first time with dinner. Melissa was amazing, her mini green house produced radishes, leaf lettuce and snap peas. We still had a couple weeks on the carrots and tomatoes, but she proved to us we were going to be fine.
And that was what we worried about.
Not now, not next month, but the future.
The less we relied on our storage the better we�d be.
The biggest challenge was going to be the grains. For some odd reason, they just weren�t taking. They did well enough to feed to the chickens, but us, that was something that would have to wait until things warmed up.
We had flour and stuff in storage, but I put that on high ration.
Bread was made once a week.
We each got a half a loaf. I always sliced my super thin and made it last. I was the envy of everyone when the day before bread making rolled around. It got a little stale, but toasting it worked.
I decided to be nice and make Peter and I sandwiches for our Switch room shift. I made egg, lettuce and radish sandwiches.
While the three ingredients didn�t sound like they went together well, when your diet consists of prepared meals, soups and boxed stuff, it was a gourmet meal.
I�d hear from Tony time and again for favoring Peter. But he was nice. Really nice and other than Tony, I likened him to my best friend.
�It has texture,� Peter said as he bit into my impromptu lunch. �I like it.�
�Me, too. So� question,� I said. �What�s the surface temperature? Because I am either getting used to this cold or it feels like it�s not so cold.�
�Well it�s a balmy sixty-four in the bunker.�
�Whoa.�
�And�� Peter looked up on the computer. �Minus fifteen outside. See? See? This is what I mean. Black and cold. Makes no sense. It should still be minus forty like it was two days ago.�
�What�s Damnation Alley saying?�
�Slight warning not much to brag about.�
I grabbed the radio and Peter stopped me. �Mulligan is not working.�
�What? No. Why? He�s always working.�
�Not today.�
�Who is on?� I asked.
�Stevens.�
�Dick.�
�Yeah.�
�What�s wrong with Mulligan?�
�Apparently some sort of respiratory ailment has hit their bunker,� Peter said. �Bound to happen. We just lucked out.�
�No,� I corrected. �Craig had foresight. He quarantined out first head cold to see if he could keep it from spreading. And he did. It worked.�
�Tony was not happy about being quarantined.�
�It was funny.� Despite the fact that our morning radio buddy was not working, I grabbed the radio again and called out. �Damnation Alley, Damnation Alley, come in, this is Protocol One.�
�We read you Protocol One.�
�How�s the weather there?� I asked. �Over.�
�Dark and cold.�
�Same here. How is Mulligan? I hear he�s under the weather.�
�He is, Protocol One. We expect him to be fully functioning again in a couple days.�
�That�s good,� I said. �Are you up to playing the game?�
�I don�t play the game. Mulligan may play the game, but I don�t.�
I mouthed the word �dick� to Peter, he nodded knowingly.
�Anything to report?� Damnation Alley asked.
�Negative. You?�
�With the exception of our flu bug nothing�. Hold on, Protocol One.�
There was silence.
He came back on, only this time the usually drab and business as usual Stevens sounded enthusiastic. �Protocol One, have to get back to you. You aren�t going to believe this. We just received radio contact from another camp!�
The call was ended, but I jumped up and shrieked. Although I knew the world wasn�t reduced to our bunker and Damnation Alley, it was nice to hear someone out there was alive. I embraced Peter.
�When we hear back,� I said. �We�ll let the others know. I am so glad it was us on duty to hear it first.�
�Oh, you know it. Tom would not have let us live it down.�
�Who do you think it is? Where.� I closed one eye when a flash hit it. It wasn�t a big flash, just enough to catch me off guard. I looked up trying to figure out where it came from. Then I did. The monitor flashed white again. �Something is wrong with the outdoor camera.�
�I see that. Let me adjust.�
It flashed white, then a few seconds later, it flashed once more before becoming completely white.
�Oh my God.� Peter stood up. �The sun is out!�
�The sun is out?�
�It just broke free. The sun is out.� He jumped up. �The sun is out!�
As if we were in some sort of teeny bopper episode of a television show, we locked hands, jumping up and down, screaming with delight.
I grabbed the portable radio and raced to the Switch room door. �I�ll be right back.�
�Where are you going?�
�To get a coat and see.�
�Ah, I want to see.�
�You will. I�ll be back.�
I was filled with a zest that carried in my voice as I ran full force about that bunker. I didn�t need the radio. I was like Paul Revere, but instead of screaming �The British are coming� I high tailed it screaming everywhere, �The sun is out. The sun is out.�
Everyone, with the exception of Peter, and I felt bad about that, bundled up and raced for the bay doors. Even Ben and Spencer who were sleeping, heard me calling out, jumped up and had to see.
We lined up side by side at the blast doors.
I stood with Tony. We had wrapped Joie is several blankets and put on sun glasses. We covered her nose and mouth because the temperatures weren�t going to rise that fast.
On the count of three, Tony undid the latches.
It had been months. Two months since the fires died and everything went black.
Holding my breath, not just in anticipation but for fear of the cold, I watched Tony and Duke slowly open the doors.
It was blinding.
The sun crept through, then when the doors opened fully, we were blasted.
It was magnificent.
Even thought it was frigid cold, the sun was warm on our face. Dances of warmth hit me and I stepped out.
It was the dawn of a new era.
It was a sign.
We had lived through the darkness.
It was more than just the dust settling enough for the sun to power through. It was a symbolization. The dark was behind us. There could only be brighter days ahead.
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October 24

Arctic coats hung in the switch room and in the bay. It wasn�t an unusual thing to step outside. We weren�t confined to below anymore because of some sort of threat. We could go out, and no matter how cold it was, someone always did. I was always stepping out.
The metal pipe we used to mark Jackson�s grave was still standing. It had warped some, but it was still there. Duke had made a beautiful cross out of wood to mark the grave, but the ground was till rock solid. We would soon, though..
Before my shift in the switch room. I took Joie outside for a few minutes. The sun had new meaning. It was absolutely beautiful. Frosty snow fell, even though there wasn�t a single cloud in the sky.
It sparkled off the sun.
A blue sky. For a couple days after the sun returned, clouds would roll in. But now it was clear. It was a matter of time before temperatures stabilized.
Peter predicted it would be a while before it warmed up.
Damnation Alley agreed with that.
Joie and I had a nice three minute walk outside. I returned her to Nelly and then I headed to the Switch room.
My shift had been shortened since the sun returned. No more need to thwart off the dreaded S.A.D. that came with no sunlight.
But I made the best of the time I had in the Switch room.
Damnation Alley reported there was a group of survivors in Kentucky. About thirty of them, and they would be traveling to the Texas bunker as soon as the weather permitted.
Mulligan was back. He coughed a lot over the radio, but at least he beat their flu.
They had eight deaths.
That was sad.
�Okay,� Mulligan said. �Your turn. Six to five is the score.�
I nodded at Peter and then pressed the button. �Heston. Apocalypse. Simians.�
�Planet of the Apes.�
I groaned loudly when he said the correct answer. �You�re right. Tie score. Ask your question.� I looked at Peter and told him to get it right.
�I�m trying.�
Mulligan spoke. �Director. Cruise Ship. Seventies Show.�
�Seriously?� I asked him.
Peter shook his head.
�Repeated.� Mulligan said. �Adding one more. Director. Cruise Ship. Seventies show. Blonde.�
I tossed out my hands. �Who the hell would know that answer? Blond. Cruise Director. Seventies show.�
At that moment, Tom entered the office and hung up his arctic coat. �Julie. That�s your answer.�
When I relayed the answer and found out I was right, I clenched my fist with a mighty, �Yes�.
�I�m up and you�re out,� Tom said. �I want to play. I came up with some good questions. Besides Tony needs to see you on the lower level.�
I whined. �He probably wants to gripe at me again for not kicking Clarisse out yet.�
�For what it�s worth,� Peter said. �I don�t blame you for waiting until it hits thirty-two. Besides, she does wonderful things with the snap peas.�
Tom stated. �Just because the woman can work magic with snap peas isn�t a reason to keep her here. She was kicked out.�
�She wants to take her son with her.� I said. �He can�t take that much cold.�
�I�ll give you that,� Tom said.
Hating to leave in the middle of a trivia game we were winning, I went to find Tony.
When I entered the lower floor of Hive Two, I didn�t see him. So I called out. �Hello?�
�Hey.� He replied.
�Where are you?�
He stood up from behind the jukebox.
�I�m here as you requested,� I said.
�Great, thanks. So I saw Nelly.� He pushed the jukebox back to the wall. �She has this elaborate Halloween party planned for the kids.�
�Is that why you wanted me?�
�No. I wanted to see you. I haven�t seen you all day.�
�That�s nice.�
�And�� Tony lifted a finger. �I fixed the jukebox.�
At that instant, it lit up.
�Oh my God, really? What was wrong with it?�
�Puzzle pieces shoved in the money slot. They slipped down and jammed things. We have music for the party. But while fixing it�� He stood before the jukebox. �I found a song. I think it�s perfect for right now.�
�You brought me down here for a song?�
�No, I brought you down here for a moment. Plus, it�ll make you happy. It made me happy when I saw it.�
The song began to play, I was familiar with the bass line, and Tony then snapped his fingers with the recording. He turned around with a serious face, extended his hand to me and started singing.
I laughed.
�I got sunshine�� He sang then grabbed my hand and yanked me into him. �On a cloudy day.�
He cupped my hand in his, and arm around my waist, began to dance with me in a fun way.
�This isn�t you, Tony,� I said. �You�re not romantic.�
�I�m sorry, is this romantic?�
�Yes.�
�Ok, I�m not romantic. But�. I�m spontaneous.�
�No. No you are not.�
�Then enjoy the moment, because it won�t happen all that�.� He paused to sing �My girl�, and continued talking. �All that often.�
�What�s with the mood?�
�I went out this morning. Saw the sun. I was happy.�
�Me, too.�
�And I realized,� Tony slowed down in dancing. �I�m alive. I looked at that sun, and realized I am alive� because of you.�
�No.� I shook my head. �We�re alive, all of us, because of each other. You�re in a really good mood.�
�I am.� He winked. �I was thinking about us. And, you�re going to tell me I am corny.�
�Go on.�
�How it took something so bad for me to find something so good.�
His words made me stop.
�With all that�s gone bad,� Tony said. �Am I wrong for feeling very happy that I have you?�
�No, it�s not wrong at all. You promised me you�d be there every step of the way, and you were. You are. Not wrong at all. I honestly kept going for you and Joie.�
Tony smiled gently at me, lowering his head to kiss me. �Thanks for taking a moment for this.�
�Thanks for finally showing me your romantic side.�
�Yeah, well, I�m about to get even more romantic if you�re��
The hiss of the radio brought Tom�s voice. �Tony. Tony, come in.�
�Oh my God, are you kidding me?� Tony stepped back from our dance. �Seconds away from me going over the top and telling you that I love you and Tom ruined it.� He lifted the radio, smiled and winked at me. �Thank God. I could have looked pretty dumb.� He brought the radio to his mouth. �Yeah, Tom.�
�We may have a problem. Need you up here STAT.�
We didn�t need more than that. Moment tossed aside, both Tony and I made our way to the Switch room without hesitation.
<><><><>
�What�s going on?� Tony said as soon as he entered.
�This.� Tom pointed to the monitor. �Intruder. One. What do we do?�
I looked and saw the person walk through the gate. They staggered, carried a huge bag and even fought to stay upright without falling. The person had difficulty, so I moved closer to get a better look. In fact my eyes widened and I looked again because only when I took that closer look, for a moment I couldn�t breathe.
�Anyone else out there?� Tony asked.
�Not that I see,� Tom replied. �Just the one intruder.�
�Oh my God.� I gasped out. �Oh my God!�
�What?� Tony questioned.
I spun from the monitor and ran to the door. �That�s not an intruder. That�s Gil!� I grabbed the arctic coat from the hook, and raced out.
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I didn�t need to see his face, or even a close up to know that it was Gil.
Even on that little screen, I knew. I just knew. I heard them calling to me as I ran, to stop, to wait.
I didn�t need to.
�Anna!� Tony blasted my name. �Stop.�
I kept going.
�Anna, I mean it. Stop.�
When I finally reached the doors, I did. I didn�t want to stop on the steps. It was the first time I could recall not getting winded, I was so excited. The coat was a larger one, but that didn�t matter. I wouldn�t be out too long and although the temperatures were cold, they had been a lot colder.
�Anna,� Tony spoke breathless. �What are you doing?�
�It�s Gil. He�s out there.�
�You don�t know that.�
�I do.�
�It was a brief one inch figure on a gray scale screen. He�s wearing a coat. You don�t know.�
�And again, I do know.� I zipped up the jacket and slid the first lock open. �I�d know him anywhere. He could be a face in a crowd and I�d spot him. It�s Gil.� I tossed on the hood, and undid the remaining lock.
I saw Tony reach for a coat.
I opened the door. A fine mist of snow blew in. Not heavy, but more like ice crystals.
Tony blurted out a �Son of a bitch� as I ran to the man that had dropped to his knees.
If it were possible, I don�t think I felt the cold as I stayed focused on getting to him. Was Tony near me, beside me? I didn�t know.
He wore a classic pea coat, knit cap, and his jeans were tucked into his old work boots. Along with an old pair of gloves, his clothing offered little protection from the elements. He was on his knees, hands to the ground, ahuge bag beside him and his head was down. The sun glasses that he wore had dropped to the ground.
It was as if he were frozen there.
I knelt down to him and he raised his head.
There was a moment of exhilaration that could never be topped or replaced. All the hurt, sorrow and pain I felt up to that moment were temporarily suspended.
Gil.
His shoulders shook and he brought his hands to his face, then dropped them. Gil tried to speak but only exhaled. His handsome face was white with areas of blue. It was easy to tell it pained him to make any expression.
After another failed attempt at speaking, overwrought with emotions, Gil just grabbed onto me in gratefulness.
<><><><>
Gil who could barely walk, gathered up his strength and walked to the bunker. Tony and I were on both sides of him as a guide. Once inside the safety of the doors, Gil grew weaker. He made it half way down the stairs, before telling me he was sorry and passing out.
His heavy bag rolled with a thunderous bang down the stairs.
It took Tony and Tom to carry him the rest of the way, and Craig met them with a stretcher.
Gil was out.
When Craig finally let me in to see him, he was hooked up to a monitor and IV.
But before letting me and Tony into the medical room, Craig told us his condition.
�He�s suffering from exhaustion and dehydration. He has healing burns, that I am going to attribute to the heat we had,� Craig explained. �Right now he has second degree frostbite on his face. His body temperature is ninety degrees and all his vitals have slowed down. He�s still unconscious and needs lots of rest.
�Where did he come from?� Tony asked. �Do you have any clue? Obviously he never made it to Texas.�
�No.� Craig said. �We don�t. We�ll have to wait for him to wake up. I�ll put a round the clock watch on him. Anna, did you want to take one of the shifts?�
�No. I�d like to see him though.�
Craig allowed it and I went in alone. Tony said he had something to do.
Gil looked peaceful and Craig had cleaned him up, which I appreciated. It was like a dream and was hard to accept as reality.
I was told he didn�t make it, yet there he was. How did he get there?
It was a mystery that would only be solved once he woke up.
I stayed with Gil for a little while. Duke, Peter and Nelly all stopped in to see him and to tell me they were excited for me.
Excited was not a word I would use to describe my feelings. Waiting for Gil to wake up started to feel more like something I dreaded. In reality, I did.
<><><><>
After an hour of sitting with Gil, Skyler came in and I left. I told him to radio when Gil woke up and I went to seek out Tony.
Rumor had it he was in his office and that was exactly where I found him.
He had Gil�s bag and was going through it.
�Can I ask why you are going through his bag?� I asked.
�Trying to find a clue as to where he was. Look what I found.� Tony tossed the frozen item on the desk.
Though frosted over, I recognized the tinted blue plastic bag. �The rations I made.�
�And left in the van.� Tony said. �He must have found the van.�
�He had food to survive and matches. He was making a trip, that�s for sure. A blanket in here as well. No weapons. Frozen food. Not the type you�d find in a grocery store.�
�Well it wouldn�t take long for his stuff to freeze. Obviously, he was somewhere.�
�What�s he doing here, Anna?� Tony asked.
�Why do you sound angry about it?�
�I�m not. I�m sorry.� Tony waved out his hand. �He had a chance for a great shelter. How did he miss it?�
�I don�t know. Gil, of all people, is never unprepared.�
�Point being this bag.� Tony said. �He knew what to bring. Except the SPAM. I don�t get that. It�s a can. Cans weigh you down when you travel on foot.� He exhaled with some frustration. �Why aren�t you with him?�
�He�s sleeping.�
�He�s your friend.�
�I know.� I said.
�I would think you�d want to be there when he woke up. I know you have questions.�
�I do,� I said. �But I don�t what to be there when he wakes up.�
�Can I ask why?�
�I�m afraid. Because when he opens his eyes and comes to his senses, he is going to ask for Jackson.� My head lowered. �I haven�t a clue how to even begin to deliver the news of his greatest tragedy.�
Just then Tom appeared in the doorway of Tony�s office. �Hey, Anna. Craig�s looking for you. Gil�s awake.�
Tom disappeared before I cold say anything and I looked at Tony.
�Anna, there is no easy way,� Tony said. �You just have to tell him.�
I knew that, I really did. I stepped to Tony, laid my hand on his cheek and kissed him. �Thank you.�
�If you need me, you know where I am,� Tony said. �But this is something you need to do alone with him.�
Again, he was telling me something I already knew. But it didn�t make it any easier to face.
<><><><>
I heard Gil�s voice before I even arrived at the medical room. Immediately I started to tremble. I was scared, scared to death to tell him about Jackson. I didn�t want to be the one who delivered the news. Knowing Craig, he didn�t tell him. He wouldn�t. We were a very close knit group, but something like that, something that tragic, had to come from me.
�Honestly, I�m fine. Really. The nap helped.� Gil said.
I lingered in the hall listening.
�I just want to get dressed and take a hot shower. I know you guys have the ability.�
�You�re still a little weak, Senator,� Craig said. �Can you give me an hour, just an hour? Then after I see you walk without problems, I�ll let you go. Let�s see if we can get your temperature up a little more. We don�t need you collapsing in the shower stall.�
�I�ll agree to that.�
�Can you drink that tea?�Craig asked. �Then we�ll get you food.�
�I�m fine. I�m not hungry, I�ve been good with that.� Gil stated. �Maybe after I shower. But could you please get Anna and Jackson? I am dying to talk to them.�
Jackson.
My eyes shut instinctively in pain. Finally, I had stopped crying every hour and every time I thought of him. Finally, I stopped crying myself to sleep. I was in the emotional position where I teared up talking and thinking about him. I sobbed much less and suddenly I could feel myself on the verge of revisiting that, going back to those painful days and weeks.
I couldn�t hang back much more. Craig was in a bad spot, an awkward position and I needed to intervene.
I knocked once on the archway.
�And here she is,� Craig motioned out a swing of his hand. �I�ll leave you two be.� He walked by me, pausing to place a hand on my shoulder and to pass a look to me that wished me luck.
�Anna.� Gil sat up straight in bed and reached out his hand. �I�d get up and give you a huge hug, but they have me hooked up.�
�Craig has a thing about that.� I reached out and grabbed his hand. Gill pulled me foward and kissed me on the cheek. �It so good to see you. You look great. You really look great. I�m so glad this worked out. I was so worried.�
�I know.�
�Where�s Jackson? I bet he�s running around this place. Finding all the cool Easter eggs we�ve hidden here.�
�Gil��
�I know he carried me in with you.�
�That wasn�t Jackson. That was Tony.�
Gil huffed out a laugh. �Okay, sure. I know he was wearing that big old coat and his face was almost hidden. But�that wasn�t Tony. I know that.�
�Yeah, it was.�
Gil tilted his head. �Anna, that wasn�t Tony.�
Believing Gil was confused, and refusing to hear that it wasn�t his son who aided him inside, I tried to explain. �Gil, listen to me. Enough about Tony. Things� things happened. They didn�t go as planned.�
�What are you talking about, Anna?�
I lowered my head and sat on the bed next to him. �We ran into problems, and the trip kept getting delayed. Road blocks, curfews��
�What are you trying to tell me?�
�We were out there when the comet hit.�
�I know. I saw the van with Texas plates. I figured you broke down. I didn�t�.�
�There was an earthquake.�
�I know this too.� Gil pulled his hand slowly away from me. �What�s going on?�
�Jackson� Jackson�� I couldn�t even say the words, they stuck in my throat and cracked with emotions as they seeped out. �He was injured in the quake and��
�Oh my God.�
I grabbed his hand again. �He was hurt pretty bad.�
Gil closed his eyes and kept them closed.
�I�m sorry. I am so sorry I couldn�t protect him. I am so sorry. Jackson didn�t make it.�
Gil didn�t look at me. Slowly, I slipped my hand from his and stood.
�Wait.� He grabbed for my hand. Still not opening his eyes, he whispered. �Just stay. Please.�
I sat again.
�My son is gone?�
�Yes.�
I watched him. His expression stayed stone, but a single tear rolled down his cheek.
�My son is gone.� His head lowered and a soft groan of a sob flowed from him. That was the start. Gil brought his knees up to his chest, pinched the corners of his eyes, clenched my hand tighter and shoulders shaking, silently wept for the loss of his child.
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I stayed with Gil, by his side, while he drained a lot of his emotions. I knew it would hit him hard. Gil loved Jackson. He was a good father.
He wanted to know about it all. Did Jackson suffer? What were his last words?
I had to relive it all and in doing so, I relived that pain, and ended up crying with Gil.
He took comfort in knowing I had Jackson�s things, his tablet, his music. I told him all about the pictures Jackson had and the wallpaper that was of us three.
Gil was a strong man, and when he said he felt fine, I believed him. Craig came in, check on him and gave him the �Okay� to move about, just to take it easy.
I wanted to know how he ended up at our bunker. Why Damnation Alley presumed he was dead. I had a lot of questions and I was sure he did too.
But the first thing he wanted to do when he go out of that bed was go see his son�s grave.
Craig was adamantly against it, but there was no stopping Gil. I at least got him to wear the protective cold weather gear. When walked to Jackson�s grave, I told him how Duke had made a grave marker and that once the ground wasn�t solid, we�d mark the grave.
We stayed outside for just a short while, then came back in.
He walked fine and said his legs didn�t bother him. However he stressed how he really wanted to get clean.
Problem was he didn�t have any clothes.
Gil wasn�t a small man. He was a little bigger than Duke. Since Duke was the man in charge of storage, he found Gil some clothes. They were like a lot of the other storage clothing items. Cargo style pants and tee shirts.
Fearful that he wasn�t healed, I stayed outside the shower door until he finished and then I convinced him to come with me to the lower level of Hive Two. There we could sit in front of the fire. Wood rations be damned, it was what he needed. It was what I needed. It was good to have my friend back.
During our walk back to the Hive, Gil met nearly everyone. Even the children, which seemed to delight him.
Joie was a little bashful with him. Not saying much, I took that as her way of being protective of her father.
Tony was the one person Gil didn�t run into. I was glad because I wasn�t sure how Gil would handle Tony, especially after he found out Tony and I were a couple.
I cared and loved for Gil and I just wanted to be considerate of his feelings.
On the way to Hive Two, we stopped at the Switch room.
Gil asked Tom, �Could you contact Damnation Alley 113 and tell them that Senator Jenner arrived at your station?�
�Yes, sir, right away, sir.� Tom replied in an official way that I never heard him use.
�That is what I need to ask you about,� I said.
�We�ll talk. I�m sure you have questions.� Gil said. �I do too. I also want to talk about Tony.�
Peter�s �Uh oh�, cause me to snap a glare his way.
�Uh, oh, I mean�� Peter covered. �I forgot it was my turn to feed the chickens.�
�Then go feed them,� I said.
�In a minute. Maybe I�ll hang out with you two. This could be interesting.�
�Maybe not.� I pushed into his chair, swirling him to face the computer.
�It�s nice,� Gil stated. �To see how well you all get along. Being so close.�
Tom cleared his throat and Peter chuckled.
I thought, �Assholes�, then took hold of Gil�s arm. �Gil, I have so many questions and I know everyone is curious. So since they are, let�s you and I go talk.�
We walked to the Hive and I told him how the walking and stairs would become common place. We stopped by the kitchen, I fixed us a warm drink and then we went below to talk.
�When they told me you never arrived at the shelter,� I said. �I feared the worst. I hoped for the best, but feared the worst.�
We sat on the sofa, a cushion apart yet facing each other.
�I wanted to call you but all our phones were seized during the holding process. We didn�t know where the main bunker was. All I knew was it was in Texas. I knew after the dust settled and the sun returned, they wanted to be able to start a society near the Gulf.�
�The weather would be warmer there. Peter told me that.�
�It was planned for a long time, Anna. So it was laid out.� Gil told me. �They moved us right after I talked to you last. They took the phone, like I said, and I was worried that you weren�t making it. You know with the van and all. And I�m sitting there you know, and I�m thinking. What am I doing? The world is getting smacked upside the head with a giant rock, things will never be the same and I am gonna be sitting with the first branch of the Government while you and Jackson were here. Did I want to be part of the rebuilding process and chance never seeing you again? Or did I just want to go with what I had already built, and be with you guys?�
�So you came here. But what took so long?�
�Okay, first�� Gil held up his hand. �I was in a holding center. I had my bag ready. We were in Phoenix. The news hadn�t broken yet. They had taken us to the airport and I bailed. I didn�t have my cell phone and since you change your cell number more than a drug dealer�� He paused and smiled. �I didn�t know which one to call, so I called the house. When there was no answer, I called the police and they sent a car over. An hour later, I had reserved a car in Charlotte, because that was the first flight east I could get. I thought I had it timed. Then the news broke mid flight and a lot of flights were grounded. Mine included.�
�Where did you end up?�
�Atlanta. Now, try being in Atlanta in the middle of that crisis. At that point it didn�t matter who I was. Getting eight hundred miles north might as well have been ten thousand without transportation.�
�What did you do?� I asked.
I made a sign and kept hitching rides. But then, you know, roadblocks, curfews, I was counting the hours to impact and only made it to West Virginia.�
�I know that feeling.�
�Yeah, the best laid plans of mice and men, huh?�
�Where were you when it hit?�
�Luckily, I caught a ride with a fellow named George who was trying to get to New York. We had made it deep to a good spot when the car died. We were about twenty miles from Greenbrier Mountain resort.�
�Oh, Gil, that was smart thinking.� I said. �Really.�
�Yeah, by the time we made it. The fire bombs were sailing from the sky. Trees were going up left and right. It got hot and George suffered some really bad burns. But we made it. They let us in and we waited out the heat there. Once the heat starting cooling and the fires dying, we knew we had a couple days and that was it. It got too dark.�
�You left the safety of Greenbrier?�
�Yes, but that didn�t last too long. I have been fortunate. People rise to the occasion. A family in West Virginia took us in under the condition that we helped chop as much wood as humanly possible up until the cold came. Chopping wood in the dark is not easy, but we did it. That was where I was up until a few days ago.�
�What happened to George?�
Gil lowered his head. �He died. He caught pneumonia, we figured from all the smoke and his burns got infected. We tried to help him. Hell, Anna, the father of that family had it together. Plus he had worked for a processed food company and was well stocked. He let me borrow his old pickup and that got me right outside of Pittsburgh. I walked the last twenty or so miles. Took two days.�
I laid my hand over his, sipped my beverage then stood up. �This place, Gil. I don�t know what the other places are like, but this one is a life saver. The work you did, I can�t thank you enough. The little special touches. The pictures. Everything. You had it planned, like you always did.�
�Except to lose my son.�
Instinctively my head dropped.
�We�ll get through this Anna.�
�I know.�
�And to pass the time, there are a bunch of Easter eggs planted here. By that, I don�t mean real eggs.�
I took a moment and after composing myself again, I looked at Gil. �You deserve to be there. This is your place. It works well. We�re really clicking here and rolling. We are getting things ready for the long term.�
�I see that.� Gil stood. �I just�� he chuckled. �I�m trying to figure out how all these people ended up here. Not that there are a ton, but more than I thought there would be. And none of them look any the worse for wear, so that tells me they�ve been here since the onset.�
�Well, you know me.�
�Never can say no?� Gil asked.
�Yep. Some had a person they couldn�t leave behind. And well, it was a good thing we had this many people. When it got hot and the fire fell from the sky, people came here. I let them in. Against what a lot of the others wanted, I let them in.�
Gil stepped to me. �You make it sound like it backfired on you.�
�It did. And again, against what I was told, I trusted these people and they turned on us. We fought them.�
�They�re gone right?�
�Oh, they�re gone alright. One adult remains. The kids, we didn�t send them out. We wanted to send the woman out, but I made the decision to let her stay until the weather warmed up.�
Gil folded his arms and nodded, impressed. �So you�re leading this place.�
�Kind of like a group effort that doesn�t always go well.�
�That�s because a clear cut leader and decision maker must emerge. If not, there will always be arguments and chaos. You stepped forward.�
�Not my cup of tea though.�
�I know. You always were a �let things take care of themselves� person.� He reached out and pulled me into him, embracing me tightly and I felt snug within his hold. �I�m positive though, you are doing a great job.�
�We lost one of our security guys, though. Brutally.�
Gil stepped back. �At least you thought to name a few people security.�
�No, no.� I waved out my hand. �They were one of the guys that were on duty when we arrived.�
�Tom? I saw Tom��
�No, Abe. One of the guys you had here.�
�Anna� the only person I knew that was going to be here was Tom. Until that decision was made for him to get here before you, you were to be the first to arrive.�
�That was the plan?�
�Yes.�
�But Tony said��
�Ah,� Gil interrupted. �What did Tony say?�
�They were part of the plan. The team.�
�Now I am getting concerned.�
I gave a quirky and nervous smile. �Why?�
�Because the team was you, Jackson and four others. You brought the others along, I get that. But you keep mentioning this Tony.�
�You say �Tony� like you don�t know him. Tony Garrison of GSS.�
�I know Tony Garrison of GSS.�
�Well, that�s who I�m talking about.�
�The one that helped carry me in?� Gil asked.
�Yes.�
�That wasn�t Tony Garrison. I know Tony Garrison.�
�Well, you only met him once so maybe you�re wrong. It was six years ago.�
Gil laughed. �I met Tony more than once. And even if I hadn�t, I would know for sure that guy wasn�t Tony. Because that guy that helped carry me in, is not a sixty year old black man. The Tony Garrison I know� is.�

45 � IN SEARCH OF

To say Gil�s words took me by surprise was an understatement. All expression had dropped from my face and my mind swam in a world of confusion.
What was going on?
Everything I knew up to that point was suddenly tossed out the window with the arrival of Gil. I needed to handle it, to find out what was going on, so I told Gil that I would be back. He offered to come along with me but I declined his offer. It was something I had to do on my own and he respected that. He gave his word he wouldn�t say anything until I had the chance to talk to Tony or whatever his name was.
Luckily, Duke came in with more clothes and he sat with Gil.
Last I had seen Tony he was in the office going through Gil�s bag. Having always been a trusting person, I was thrown for a loop and placed in a state that I rarely experienced. My mind spun and I double and triple thought everything.
Starting with Tony staying clear once Gil made it inside.
Did he know Gil would expose him? He offered to go with me to tell Gil about Jackson. But was that an offer he knew I would refuse?
What about him going through Gil�s things? It didn�t completely make sense before, but as I made my way to his office, it bothered me. Even more so when I arrived at the office and not only was Tony gone, but Gil�s bag was gone as well.
Panic hit me and I believed for a second that Tony, knowing he was busted in some sort of lie, took off. Hurriedly, I went into the Switch Room.
�Hey, Tom. Did Tony leave?�
�Leave?� He asked.
�Yeah, the bunker.�
Tom laughed. �And go where? Plus, he left his kid if he did.� He pointed to a monitor that showed Nelly with Joie.
I exhaled in relief.
�That was a really odd question, Anna.� Tom said.
�Tom, GSS hired you, right?�
�That�s right.�
�Had you met Tony before we got here?�
�Oh, sure, a couple of times. It was here. It was a good couple months before the comet that I saw him last.�
�And you have always known him as Tony Garrison from the GSS?�
Tom�s face turned white and he turned his chair, lost his smile, and faced the switchboard.
�Tom?�
�Anna�� He lifted his hands, not looking at me. �I really need to keep watching outside, especially since Peter is on his break.�
�Did you ever see Tony Garrison, the head of GSS?�
�Yes.�
�Does he look like him?�
No answer.
�Tom?�
After a heavy sigh, Tom turned around. �No.�
�The Tony Garrison you know is�. I don�t know, black?�
Tom lowered his head.
�Why didn�t you say anything?�
Tom lifted his hands in defeat. �Honestly, at that point, was it really important, Anna? With all that was going on, was it really important?�
�Yeah, Tom, it kind of was.�
�Why? The world as we knew it was gone. In an instant. I knew him from being here at the bunker during construction. He obviously was in on it somehow, so why did it matter?� He turned away from me. �You want answers.� He pointed to monitor three. �He�s up in the kitchen.�
�Thank you.� Turning to leave, Peter walked in.
�Hey, Anna, how�s the reunion going with the ex?�
�Good. Peter did you�.�
�Don�t.� Tom stopped me. �Don�t ask him. Go to the source.�
�I will.� I replied humbled and walked out.
As I left, Peter called out. �Ask me what?�
I kept walking. The kitchen wasn�t far, and it didn�t afford me enough time to think of what I wanted to say or my approach.
Tom was hostile and defensive. Why? Of course, he was also here with Abe and Ben when we arrived. Both of them weren�t part of Gil�s plan either. In my mind at that moment, Tom was probably just as much a part of everything that was happening as Tony was.
On the short journey to the kitchen, I thought of things Tony said.
�I only met him once and that was six years ago,� he said of Gil.
�Don�t post that picture of me on line� I go by a different name on there,� he told Jackson.
�You didn�t tell me you had a daughter.�
�You didn�t ask.�
When I found out about Joie, it dawned on me there was a lot I didn�t know about Tony. That was the truth.
I wasn�t mad, in fact I didn�t know how to feel.
Something was �not right� whether it was a negative thing or something minuscule, a piece of the puzzle was missing.
All I knew was that there had to be an explanation. Tony was a good man, with a good heart. As I arrived at the kitchen, I heard Tom�s words in my head.
�With all that was going on, was it really important�
Was it really important?
I suppose the answer to that question would come after hearing what Tony had to say.
Tony was in the kitchen and I stepped inside.

46 � INCOGNITO

Tony had a small bag set on the prep counter and around it, a few items. He was opening a cupboard when I walked in.
�Hey, sweetie.� He walked to me, kissed me on the cheek. �How are things with Gil?�
�Interesting.�
�Interesting, huh? Does that mean, uh, you�re here to tell me sorry I�m out and Gil�s in, no pun intended to any sexual reference that could be.� He smiled.
�Tony, no I�� Pausing, I watched what he was doing. �Are you leaving?�
�No.� He laughed. �Where would I go?�
�You�re packing that.�
�Oh, no. Check this out, Peter said the temperature may creep above zero tomorrow, if it hits five or ten, Ben and I were thinking of going out and seeing what�s down in Elwood. OR what�s left.�
�I would love to see that.�
Tony shrugged. �Maybe you can wait until it gets a bit warmer. Then without a doubt. I�ll take you out there.�
�Are you bringing back survivors?�
Tony just stared at me.
�Of course, not how silly to ask.�
�So what brings you up here? I thought you�d be hanging out with Gil.�
�I was. Is that why we haven�t seen you? Because I�m hanging out with him?�
Almost snorting a laugh, Tony shook his head. �Um, no, it would just feel weird. Knowing how the guy feels about you. The guy builds you the ultimate survival haven and the treks through the wasteland for you. I think that speaks volumes.�
I watched Tony, as he shuffled through items he was going to take, almost as if he was giving survivors the stuff we didn�t want.
�So�� I said upbeat. �I heard something interesting.�
�What�s that?� Tony turned to the cupboard again.
�I heard that Tony Garrison is actually a sixty year old black man.�
Tony paused, just for a second, then continued what he was doing.
�Tony?�
�You heard Tony Garrison, head of GSS was a sixty year old black man.�
�That�s what I heard.�
�From Gil?�
�Yes.�
�You weren�t kidding when you said you heard something interesting.�
�Seriously? That�s your reaction?�
Tony slammed a box of food down when he faced me. �What do you want me so say, Anna?�
�The truth.�
�Do you think I lied to you?� Tony asked, nearly barking.
�Gil said he met you.�
�He did.�
�He said more than once.�
�No,� Tony folded his arms and swayed his head. �He met me one time. I doubt he�d remember. I was the limo driver who brought that Tony Garrison he met to the first meeting. That is the man he met several times and that is the man he described to you. I am Tony Garrison. I own GSS. And the thing I told you that I rarely tell anyone unless I trust them is I never let anyone see me as the face of the company.�
�But Gil knows you hide behind a face.�
�Yep. He knows. He also believes he met with the real Tony. I never let that happen.�
�How do I know you�re being honest now?�
Nearly growling, Tony threw up his hands. �I knew it. I knew the second he came in here that this was going to happen. I knew you�d question me. So�. I went to my room and to my things.� He reached down, unsnapping the side pocket of his pants and started slapping items on the counter. �My driver�s license, and in case you think that�s fake, here�s my military ID, my daughter�s newborn hospital bracelet, my son�s� dog tags. Look at that them.� His finger pointed to each item. �Garrison. Garrison. Garrison. I never lied to you Anna. Ever. I have been more honest with you than with anyone in my life.� He grabbed the items and put them in his pocket. �If I am guilty of anything, it�s not being one hundred percent honest about the finality of the plan. And trust me, I didn�t tell you because I didn�t want it getting back to Gil. And I didn�t�� He took a second, caught his breath, and then ran his fingers though this hair as he calmed down. �I didn�t want to ruin this illusion of grandeur you had for Gil.�
�What are you talking about? Gil is a great guy.�
Tony snapped his fingers several times. �There, that�s it. Gil�s a great guy. You proclaim it. He�s not a bad guy, Anna, but he is not that man you put on a pedestal.�
�He did all this for me, Tony.�
�Yes, he did. I just tweaked the plans to make it better for you. Safer for you.�
�What was the plan?�
�Are you asking me because you want to know or because you are still interrogating me?�
My mouth dropped open. �I was far from interrogating you.�
�All right.� Tony pulled up two stools, one for me and one for him. He placed his hands on mine as we talked. �Six years ago, I get a call from Senator Jenner asking to meet with me. Now I know he used GSS for an op that went well, the intel was spot on, and we never let the information leak. He didn�t say why, but because he was a senator, I didn�t trust it. He said secrecy was imperative.�
�If it was so secretive, why did you send the face of GSS?�
�He can be trusted. He looks the part, and I knew him my entire life. I remember sitting in the limo. My face op, Gavin is his name, told him the glass was sound proofed, which is was. He tested it. But of course, it was me, so I had the limo bugged. At first I thought he was there to cheat on his wife.�
That made me laugh. �Why would you say that?�
�We had been in full operation for three years at that point. We set up secure communications and built homes for some pretty big wigs to keep their mistresses. He brought that up. Then he stated simply that he had the money and he wanted to build three state of the art doomsday bunkers without it being traced back to him. It was a bigger scale, a much bigger scale. I�m cocky. I was positive I could do it and it was a challenge. Plus, if I didn�t take on the job, I would be in the dark on the doomsday thing. Nothing about it was being transmitted electronically or over the phone. I set up a secure means of communication between him and I. It was hacker proof, because I had the best hacker.�
�So construction began.�
�Immediately. We were to operate on the assumption it was happening. And the sweet end of the deal was, if it didn�t, Tony Garrison got one of the bunkers.�
�This one.�
�It�s the one I picked.� Tony smiled. �I didn�t think it was happening. I thought he was whacked, but if he wanted to dump eighty million dollars into it, who was I to judge? I made good money off of it. Now, jump ahead to the failed attempt to divert it. Things got amped up. The original plan was, when it came close to impact time, Tony Garrison would be the messenger and the go between. But then, Gwen diverted reporters to you and you said a flag word.�
�So the boyfriend cover up began.�
Tony winced. �Well, it wasn�t supposed to be that. It was supposed to be one informational date, with a series of pizza deliveries and so forth. I thought that was risky, but in my opinion, one date wasn�t going to blow the cover and I wanted to keep tabs on the situation. It was a big one. Plus, the Senator or �Gil� believed it was Gavin who took you out.�
�So the sleep overs, all that was your call?�
Tony nodded. �I needed to be where you were. That�s why I took over. I�m gonna be honest with you. When it was a reality that the comet would hit, my first thought was my daughter. I did not want to lose another child and I was going to do everything, even break protocol, to make sure she had the best chance of survival. And that survival was being where you were. I figured if I stayed close, I would be aware of any last minute change of plans.�
�Why would he change things at the last minute and not tell you?�
�I don�t know. In my opinion he was a guy suffering from horrible unrequited love with a big enough bank roll to ensure that after you were done sitting pretty and lonely in your queen room at the bunker, you�d be more than willing to welcome him back into your life.�
I burst out laughing. �Oh my God, Tony, that�s over the top.�
�I think he had plans to come here all along. Whether from the get go or at the end. Why else would he make sure the specialists were not viable choices for you? A woman, a gay man, old man��
�Tom�s not old.�
�Peter. I showed Gil that photo in the Inquisitor.�
�What about Tom?� I asked.
�I lied. I told Gil he was gay. I had known Tom forever. The security guys and the armory were my call. This place needed protection.�
�Why didn�t you keep tabs on me through Gavin?�
�Come on, Anna.� He spoke softly. �You know me. My level of trust only goes so far. I mean, I trusted Gavin, but who was to say when push came to shove and the comet was closer, he wouldn�t just take a hike with his family. Which he did, by the way. I don�t� blame him. When push comes to shove, what it boils down to is ourselves and the ones we love. I did the same thing.�
�Tom was right then.� I sighed out.
�About what?�
�He said it didn�t matter. I� asked him if he knew Tony Garrison from GSS.�
�Ah, he probably didn�t have a clue about me using a �face�. Tom�s a good guy.�
�So this whole plan to latch on to me was for your daughter?�
�At first, and I was wondering. Man, what does this chick have that this guy wants her so badly, that he�s all but ensuring her survival with every dime he has. And I�ll tell you by the end of the third date, I knew what you had. I knew that I wanted my daughter to live and I wanted to be there with you. I bought that van, drove to Chicago to get Joie, and was coming here. Then I got the call from you that the van wouldn�t start and I drove right down.�
�I�m glad you did.�
�Anna, it may have started out as a mission, but please know, everything I said I feel is genuine. When I kiss you or touch you, it�s not an act.�
I locked my fingers in his. �I know. I�m glad it wasn�t anything major. I was thinking you were a computer hack and got a jump on things. Although, I�m still waiting to hear why Gil is not good enough to be on that pedestal.�
�That�� Gil�s voice entered the kitchen startling me. �Is something I would be interested in hearing as well?�
Tony slipped his hands from mine, leaned back slowly, then stood.
It was time for everyone to talk.
<><><><>
Tony told Gil everything he had told me. Gil was mad. He was so angry. I�m not sure he was convinced that Tony wasn�t an imposter, but even if he believed he wasn�t, it made him pissed that he trusted Tony with a huge secret and Tony didn�t respect him enough to show his true identity.
They argued. It grew louder and I closed the door.
�Stop it please, both of you.�
�I bet everything he said to me,� Gil blasted. �Was word for word what he said to you. A story he rehearsed for the day he had to come clean.�
�Yes, true,� Tony said with typical sarcasm. �Except in your version, I left out the part about kissing and touching you.�
Gil cocked back. �And I�m the dick? You make a comment like that and I�m the one she should see as the bad guy?�
�What�s wrong with that comment?� Tony asked.
�Because it�s pretty damned obvious, Tony.� Gil stated. �How I feel. Everything I did was because of how I feel. And you said it to get a dig in because you knew it would bother me.�
Tony laughed. �Why is that, Gil? Why does it bother you? It shouldn�t. After all, you�re a married man.�
Like an idiot and I�m sure I looked like one, totally missing the point of his comment, as I did with the hemp, I inched to Tony. As if I were trying to save him the embarrassment, I whispered, �Tony, Gwen cheated on him. They broke up.�
I saw the strain on Tony�s face as he slowly turned his head to me with wide eyes. �Did you� did you just say that?� Then he laughed. �This is unreal. I�ll just drop it. Because despite what you think, I am a man of integrity. Air your own dirty laundry, Gil.�
�What?� I asked. �What did I miss?� Then I gasped. �Gil, were you the one that cheated? Did you blame it on Gwen?
�No!� Gil blasted. �Tony, or whatever his name is, wants to make me look bad.�
�No, I don�t.� Tony said gently. �You know what? You aren�t bad. You�re a nice guy with some serious ambition.�
�There is nothing wrong with being ambitious,� Gil defended.
�You�re right. Nothing wrong with it unless the end of civilization works perfectly for your ambitions.�
�Okay,� I intervened. �I give up. What does any of this have to do with Gwen and Gil?�
Tony faced me. �They�re still married. It was all a ploy to get sympathy and pull the voters away from the Vice President. But I kept thinking, why bother if he knew damn well the comet was coming? Because he needed the last memory the public had of him to be the good guy. This works out perfectly for him.�
Gil clapped his hands slowly and dramatically. �Nice try. But I didn�t cause the comet.�
�Nope you didn�t. Twelve million went to bunkers, forty three million went to underground food storage, water storage, fuel. You name it. You were always prepared and no less for this. Yep, the government is going to rise up and pass out MREs to the starving survivors, and you�ll be there with arms open wide welcoming them to all that you have.� Tony then excused himself, kissed me on the cheek and left.
There was a silence in the room thick with tension.
�Anna,� Gil�s voice cracked. �Listen, about what Tony said��
I held up my hand stopping him. �I have known you most of my life. I don�t believe for a second you have evil intentions or that you are on some power trip. I also don�t believe for one second that Tony is anyone else and he�s not a good guy. Maybe I�m a fool.�
�No, that�s just who you are.�
�And all this. All that was said will mean something some day. But right now it only means a lot of mistrust and tension in a closed in space. That�s not the way I want us all to live.�
�It is a closed in space. But is it big enough for me and Tony?�
I bit my lip, stepped to Gil and laid my hand on his cheek. �It is. As long as we do the right thing.�
�And that is.�
�Don�t focus on the past. That�s gone,� I said. �We need to focus on the future.�

47 � DECISIONS

October 28

Even though Gil healed physically and was a hundred percent after a few days, things were not fine between him and Tony. They couldn�t be in the same room for very long. There was absolutely nothing they agreed on.
When either of them tried to bring up the other to me, I stopped them. I didn�t want to hear it. Gil hated the fact that I was with Tony and Tony hated the fact that I still, as he put it, idol worshiped Gil.
Tough. Deal with it.
Although with Joie increasingly warming up to Gil, that didn�t help,
Everyone warmed up to Gil.
He was suddenly the man with the stories. The man who saw what it was like out there.
I didn�t ask Tony any more about the past nor did I ask Gil anything. The only thing that surfaced was Gwen. Not psychically, but over the radio.
At first she was relieved he was alive, then she was angry that he was with us.
It also was time for another decision, I personally had been avoiding.
Clarisse.
Peter announced the weather was getting better and while it would be cold for a long time, and unpredictable, it was livable under sheltered conditions.
He knew I carried the burden of her leaving. I had hoped that the others had forgotten about it, but it had to be addressed, so I called a meeting.
Peter stayed back, stating he would be fine with whatever decision was made.
We gathered in the lower level of Hive Two, And I stood in the center.
�I know you guys are all wondering why I called you here,� I said. �I brought you here to make the final call on Clarisse. You probably weren�t even thinking about it��
�I was,� Tony said.
�Me, too,� Tom added. �I was wondering what we were doing.�
�Me as well,� Craig said.
I looked at Melissa. �Were you wondering?�
�Yeah,� She crinkled her face. �I was. I mean we made a really big deal about kicking her out.�
I suggested we take a vote, and we did. It was evenly split.
�No vote�� Tony said. �We made a decision and we should stick to it. Give her what she needs and send her on her way.�
�I don�t know, Tony.� I rebutted. �It seems like too much time has passed.�
�There are no statutes of limitations here, Anna.�
�But I feel bad.�
�And you can�t,� Tony argued. �You can�t let emotions get in the way of this decision.�
Gil spoke up. �How about logic?�
�You,� Tony pointed. �Really have no say so in this matter. We lost a man. A man was killed.�
�Did she do it?�
�Her people did.�
�Did she do it?� Gil repeated.
�You aren�t standing before the jury, here counselor,� Tony said. �She knew of the plan. She was part of the plan. She didn�t cut off his head, but damn well knew they would kill us all.�
My hands went to my face. I thought, �Oh God, here we go again.�
�You�re right,� Gil said. �I don�t have a say so. But if I can speak from a new perspective. You failed in sending her on her way two months ago. Whatever the reason, she didn�t go. You suspended her sentence, so to speak. During this time, she has taken care of her child and worked as part of the community. She has lived as part of the community. Has she done anything to suggest she can�t be trusted anymore? Perhaps, she is trying to regain your trust. It is viably possible that she will be grateful and not ever do anything bad again? Plus, we need to remember, she�s a woman. A woman with a child. Women, will be needed in this world. If she makes a mistake again, then throw her out. But give her a second chance. You all have already done so. You just don�t realize it.�
I saw among the faces in the room, that everyone listened to what he said. Gil always spoke passionately and convincingly. This was no different. �We�ll take another vote.�
�Before you do,� Gil said.
Tony groaned.
Gil ignored him. �I�ll take her with me if she stays. The government bunker has offered to send transportation up here, and I�ll bring her there with me. Her and her child.�
Hearing him say that shocked me. �You�re leaving?�
�I think it�s for the best.�
As soon as he said that, everyone in the room erupted in disagreement.
�You can�t go.�
�No, you have to stay.�
�Anna needs you.�
�Anna�� Tony said sternly. �Doesn�t need him. But I agree, he should stay. Take your vote, Anna.� He folded his arms and backed up.
It was overwhelming for Clarisse to stay, with Tony being the only vote to cast her out. Tony quickly left after the vote and Melissa was the one to tell Clarisse her fate.
I followed Tony. I expected him to be sulking somewhere. Instead, he was with Joie in their room. She was working on her long term project, her new collage.
�Can I speak to you?� I asked.
He told Joie he�d be right back and walked into my room with me.
�What�s up?�
�I need to ask you something,� I said.
�No, I expected the vote. I�m not mad. And I expected you to change your mind. That�s just who you are.�
�That�s not it. When Gil announced he was leaving, you said he should stay. That surprised me.�
�Even though I said you didn�t need him. You do. More than you realize, you need him in your life. Not in any romantic way, and honestly, I�m not threatened in that way by him.�
�So because of me, you think he should stay?�
�No, for all of us. Like I stayed close to you in the beginning, I think we need to stay close to Gil to see what he�s up to.�
�Makes sense. Who knows? Maybe you�ll start to like him.�
�Ha! Doubt it. But� stranger things have happened. Who knows, maybe I�ll fall in love with him, too.� Tony smiled, kissed me then went back into the room with Joie.
I know, deep down, he was disappointed we voted to allow Clarisse to stay. It had nothing to do with who she was, but rather with sticking to our decision.
Tony was over looking one thing.
The change of heart on Clarisse was a unanimously humane vote. To me, it was the first meaningful thing we did as a group. It showed me that together we could do little things that would positively impact a life. There had to be more to after-comet life than sitting in a bunker biding our time. There had to be.

48 � EASTER EGG

November 2

Peter announced, �Eighteen degrees. Wind chill temperature, minus five. Doable. And I think it�s a good time, because winter is setting in.�
�Seriously?� Tony asked. �Winter is coming? What is this now?�
�Um� autumn?� Peter said.
�Funny. Funny. Fifteen minutes.� Tony told me, �I already waited a week.�
And he did. I really wanted to go into town with him. I needed to step out of the bunker to see what was around. To have a purpose. Peter kept advising against it, especially without transportation. We had passed the ten degree mark and it took a week to get there.
Our original mission was to go to town, find transportation and take supplies, in case we ran into anyone who was in need.
Everyone wanted to go. Everyone except Nelly. She was content to stay inside. Tony and I went by default and a draw of straws gave the honors to Duke and Spencer.
It surprised me with all the things Gil prepared and planned for that he didn�t think of transportation.
That wasn�t so. He did plan on us arriving in a vehicle. Plus he had his people stash a vehicle.
That was one of the Easter Eggs at the bunker.
There were many.
We found two. A game system and movie player. Both would work when plugged into the picture window. But they were useless because any movies or games were still hidden in the bunker. It was Gil�s idea to give Jackson something to pass the time.
Nelly and the kids were on a mission to find those Easter Eggs.
The keys, along with a battery charger, were located in the boiler room. Duke found them earlier, but didn�t think anything of them. And even if he did know what they were for, we didn�t know where the car was hidden.
Apparently, it wasn�t in the bunker.
It was a mile away.
Down the road, right before the drug store, was a concrete garage. We�d find it, Gil said. In a slightly underground bunker of its own, was the old Jeep. It was possible it wouldn�t run.
Duke was confident he was a good enough mechanic that if it could be fixed, he�d get it running.
I hoped that he was right. We needed transportation to get to Elwood City. We could make it on foot, but getting back would be a difficult task, considering the weather.
It was time to go and I was filled with excitement and nervousness.
I went to the radio room to say goodbye, and was surprised that Gil was there.
�Thank you very much Mr. President, I will be in touch soon.� He ended a radio call.
�The real President?� I asked.
�Yes.� Gil answered. �Are you leaving?�
�I am. I came to say goodbye.�
�I�ll walk you up.� Gil stated.
I said goodbye to Tom who wished me luck.
�You have supplies, right?� Gil asked as we hit the stairs. �Remember, do not use them or give them out until you are positive you can return. I�ll come out for you if you aren�t back in four hours.�
�We need more than four hours. And we have the radios.�
�Anna,� He stopped me as we reached the top of the steps. �Something for you to think about while you�re out there.�
�What�s that?�
�The President wants to send transportation up here in a week. He wants me down there, says I can be a big help. It�s thirty degrees down there and rising. You don�t have to live up here. Come with me.�
�Gil, what about everyone else?�
�I can�t take them. I can take you. I want you to come. Things will be good there.�
�Why don�t you stay here?�
�For what reason, Anna?� Gil asked. �Why? If you give me a good reason, I will stay. Otherwise I�m going to go.�
I didn�t know how to respond, I really didn�t. I just stared at him.
He reached down and opened the door for me. �Good luck and be careful.� He kissed me on the cheek. �Think about it. Please?�
My only response was a slight nod of my head in acknowledgment of his request. Stepping into the bay, I saw Tony standing there holding my coat.
�Think about what?� Tony asked.
�You heard?� I placed on the coat.
�Yeah and saw the kissing action. Think about what?�
While I adjusted the coat, Tony handed me my knit face mask. I perched it on my head. �He wants me to go south with him to that bunker.�
�Oh, won�t his wife be thrilled about that?�
That made me laugh.
�You ready?� he asked.
�Actually, I am.�
Tony took hold of my arm and we walked to the blast doors.
Duke and Spencer were already fully suited up. Both of them carried a bag on their shoulder. I had one too, it was empty.
�Remember,� Tony said. �Do not activate your hand warmers yet. It�s gonna be cold. Face coverings down.�
I rolled my mask over my face. Placed on my goggles, and then lifted the hood.
�This is a little overboard.� Spencer said. �It�s cold. But this isn�t Antarctica.�
�Better safe than sorry. We have to walk.� Tony reached for the doors.
I was ready, fully covered and mentally excited. We were leaving the bunker, venturing out and I couldn�t wait to see, good or bad, what was out there.
It had been months since I had left the perimeter of the bunker.
It was time.
Tony opened the doors.

49 � ELWOOD CITY

I never really realized how far a mile really was until I had to walk a mile in that cold. Bitter cold. It didn�t matter how much lining I had. By the time we reached the fence, I was frozen.
We were still quite a distance from our destination.
There wasn�t a single sound out there. No birds or animals. No planes in the sky causing a low hum you don�t realize is there until it�s gone.
Life sounds were gone.
The tree line road was still partially tree lined.
There were no leaves and the trees we saw that weren�t covered by snow were black and dead.
Actually, the trees were literally half dead. One side had taken the brunt of the heat wave.
The boots I wore were a little big for me and I kept slipping in them. My feet were cold. I knew they�d be numb before too long even though I wore lots of socks. Those hand warmers were going in my shoes first chance I got.
The ash on the road was still there but it was hard like a rock and covered with a thin layer of ice. It crunched as we walked and I had to lift my legs with every step. Every so often in the short one mile journey, I would regret not staying back and staying warm. What lay ahead and the vision of the aftermath kept me going.
What would we find? What would we see?
Was it a dead world? Outside the bunker it certainly was.
We stayed close, not really speaking, conserving our breath and trying not to inhale too much cold air. Spencer made a comment that it reminded him of a winter ten years earlier and he didn�t have the gear we had now. I started thinking it was just me, because Tony, Duke and Spencer looked unfazed.
The garage was a welcome sight. It wouldn�t be warm there, but at least it was a chance to get a vehicle. It looked little and square and I wondered how such a small garage could house a jeep and protect it from the insane elements.
Once the garage door was opened, I saw how. It opened to a ramp that went below. Dark and cold, the Jeep was there as promised, and Duke wasted no time getting to work on it.
While he did that, I walked up the ramp half way and pulled out the radio.
�Protocol One, come in.�
�This is Protocol One,� Gil replied. �Been waiting to hear. How is it out there?�
�Cold.� I replied. �Very cold.�
�Well, it�s warmer than when I arrived.�
�This isn�t a competition.� I said.
�How are you holding up?�
�I�m okay. We�re at the garage. It was untouched.�
�Keep me posted on the Jeep.�
�Will do.�
We said a few more things, and the conversation ended with Tony coming to get me.
�Are you done?� He asked. �We�re ready.�
�Duke got it started?�
�With ease.�
I smelled the Jeep running when we approached and Duke was inside. Tony got in the driver�s seat, and I got in the back with Spencer.
�Give it a few,� Duke said �She�ll warm up.�
To me, it was already warm compared to outside.
Slowly we pulled from the garage and turned. Funny, how I had no sense of direction and kept looking for the van.
Then we spotted it off to the side of the road. The back doors were open and the windows were busted. When we hit the bottom of the hill, we turned.
The drugstore looked even worse for wear. It had been burned down. At least the left side of it had burned.
We hit the main road and that was when I realized, I didn�t pay attention when we were on our way. Nothing looked familiar.
A few abandoned cars dotted the road, not many. They were just left there and most were buried in frozen ash. At least that was what it looked like to me. Of course, I wasn�t all that certain ash could freeze.
The road was covered and Tony said it was a little slick, but he was taking his time.
Elwood City sounded like a small town so I wasn�t expecting much. My first glimpse of the devastation caused by the comet was only a mile or so away.
As we neared, we saw smoke. It wasn�t buildings burning. It was people burning things to stay warm.
The area was flat with very few slopes or hills and spirals of dark smoke streamed to the sky from various buildings and houses.
We didn�t� see a soul on the streets. We cruised through the main strip of town. The buildings were blackened from smoke and ash, but some had been burned. Windows were broken. The stores were apparently cleaned out. Store fronts were busted out. Items that had spilled out on the street were frozen there. A few shopping carts were over turned.
Again, though we didn�t see anyone, it was clear that people had survived and were living in that town.
Tony slowed down, then turned the car to the left.
�I counted eight,� Duke said. �Want to go farther?�
�No, we saw what we needed to see. � He slowed down and in the middle of the road near the curb, he stopped. �Take the wheel?� he asked Duke, then opened the door.
We were getting out. Right there in the middle of the road. It made no sense. To me, if we were looking for people, shouldn�t we follow the smoke signals?
Duke had taken over the driver�s position.
�What are we doing?� I asked when I stepped from the Jeep.
Tony pointed to the store. It was one of those discount dollar places. �I want to see what kind of damage was done to items. Are they viable? Are the people that survived able to access them or will they get desperate?�
�Meaning will they come after us?�
�Exactly.�
�Maybe if we offered to help them, they wouldn�t.�
�Maybe if we did, they�d know we had things. No, Anna, we assess and we leave.�
�Then this whole trip makes no sense.�
�Did you think we were here as good Samaritans?�
�Yes. You said we were looking for survivors.�
�I said that and I meant that. Not look and aid. It can�t work that way.�
Admittedly, I was irritated. It seemed like such a waste. �Then why did we bring supplies?� I asked.
�In case we got stuck or someone asked for help or we needed to bribe our way out of a situation.� Tony stood before the broken store front. �Are you coming in or are you letting your bleeding heart seep into the sidewalk?�
Spencer placed his hand on my back. �Look, I know you want to help folks. I know you do. But we can�t advertise. We can�t��
Tony walked ahead of us into the store. Some of the shelves had been overturned. Most were empty. The cheap dollar nick knacks were shattered on the ground.
We followed Tony thought the dark.
He picked up a water bottle that was empty and melted. He tossed it to the ground.
The cheap reader glasses rack was still standing, but some of the glasses had fallen and some were adhered to the rack. It had gotten so hot that some of plastic had melted.
Tony headed to the back of the store, it was darker back there and there was an odd wall of shelves. They looked as if they had been moved.
Tony pulled his rifle from his shoulder, extended it, and held his hand back for us to stop while he checked it out.
He inched his way there, but wasn�t quiet. His boot crunched against the frosted glass that was scattered around the floor. We kept out lights on him and he made it to the edge of the wall and peered around.
Then I knew. Something was wrong.
Tony lowered his weapon.
�What were they thinking,� he said. �All these houses. Why here?�
What was he talking about? He didn�t tell us not to look, so Spencer and I walked to the wall.
Once I did see, my insides churned. There were four people. A man, a woman and two children. They lay covered with towels, blankets and curtains from the discount store, huddled around a tin pot that was obviously used as their source of heat.
It hadn�t worked.
They were white and looked like ice statues. They had frozen to death.
Eyes open, completely gray. The woman�s arm extended from the blanket. It was eaten to the bone. By her arm was a dead German Shepherd.
I backed up, it was too much.
I felt my stomach twist and turn, wrench and squeeze and I fought with everything I had not to throw up.
It was visually and emotionally too much to bear.
How desperate they must have felt. The parents had to have felt helpless. I felt helpless for them.
Despite my trying to contain it, I ran a few feet and trying to be inconspicuous, I vomited what little I had in my stomach. It came upon me so sudden. Afterward, I had to remove my mask and place it in my pocket.
Spencer walked up behind me. �Are you all right?�
�I�m fine.�
�As hard as this is, this is the reality of it. This is the way it is everywhere. Unfortunately, these people were not the exception to the rule. The longer they go without shelter and food, the more people will die. Nothing we can do about it.�
Still half bent over, I looked over my shoulder. �How can you say that?�
�What choice do we have?�
�It�s easy for us to say isn�t it? We have three meals a day, water, heat and shelter.�
�We�re lucky Anna. That�s not our fault, that�s our salvation right now in this dead world.�
Tony walked up to us. �You ready? We have to go. A running Jeep is a call out for trouble. They probably already spotted us.�
�We don�t need to be followed,� said Spencer.
I walked out with the two of them and immediately Spencer got in the Jeep while Duke stepped out to ride as a passenger again so Tony could drive.
It still baffled me why we came into town. Were we that callous that we only went in to see what we had to worry about? What dangers lurked in Elwood City?
Before getting in the Jeep, I went to the back of it and lifted the hatch.
�What are you doing?� Tony asked.
I grabbed one of the bags. �I�m leaving the supplies here. Maybe someone��
�No. No, you aren�t. No trails to us.�
�That�s ridiculous.�
�It�s the way it has to be.� Tony took the bag from my hand, placed it back in the Jeep and closed the hatch. Hand on my arm, he guided me to the vehicle and I got inside.
We were leaving.
Pulling away, I looked at the dances of thin streams of smoke in the air. They signified life. I thought of that poor family and wondered how many others were scattered throughout the town, freezing and starving, with no food and nothing left to burn to stay warm.
We had enough supplies in the jeep to save one family like the one in the discount store. We could save someone of dying a cold death.
But we didn�t.
We just drove away.
Something was not right about that.

50 � DEFINING ROLES

The entire short return trip, I was like a spoiled child that didn�t get what she wanted. I was quiet and snippy when spoken to. Increasingly, my irritation level rose when I realized that Duke didn�t stay behind at the Jeep to guard it. He did so to take pictures.
He continued taking them all the way back. My first defensive feelings were that we weren�t on some tour bus. But in fact we were tourists. Sightseeing the apocalypse. I felt that way. Duke explained that the pictures would give us an indication of how many people were there. Were they thin streams of smoke? The larger ones indicted bigger fires and more people.
Our arrival was greeted by almost everyone. It was as if we had been gone on a long voyage instead of just an hour or two.
We parked the Jeep just outside the blast doors, unpacked and walked in.
They all greeted us. They all wanted to know what it was like out there, what did we see?
Surprisingly, Gil wasn�t there, but I didn�t expect it to be long before he came up.
Melissa looked curiously around. �I�m shocked. I would have bet my double yolk eggs that you would have brought someone back.� She said to me.
That made me pout and stew.
Then when Craig said, �Me, too. That�s why I�m here. I expected someone to need medical help. A survivor.�
�Tony said no.� I barked out in a whining manner, without thinking how it would sound. �He said no. I wasn�t allowed. He wouldn�t let me.�
�It�s your bunker,� Melissa stated. �You can do what you want.�
�See? My thoughts exactly.�
�No.� Tony interrupted. �This bunker may be in her name, but we all live here. All of us. And this sisterhood for the betterment of nomads thing you two have happening, doesn�t wash.�
�What the hell was that?� Melissa snapped at Tony.
Internally, I cheered her on. Go, Melissa, pummel him. Someone please help me out on the Tony arguments.
�Don�t get her started,� Tony said to Melissa. �I been dealing with her on this.�
�Fine.� Melissa shot up her hand.
Fine? That was it? Oh, great.
�Tony, she has a point.� I argued. �I should be able to have a say so.�
�And we don�t? We all live here, work here. This has long surpassed the single notion of what you think is best under you ideology of a post comet world.�
�Then it should have been a group decision.�
�It should not even be up for discussion at this point.� Tony�s voice was strong.
�Whoa. Whoa. Hey, hey�� Gil interjected. �What�s going on?�
Did my face show something? Arrogance at Gil�s arrival?
�Oh, okay, I sense the arrival of a shining knight.� Tony backed up. �A dark one, but a shining knight nonetheless.�
�Tony, come on,� Gil stated. �What�s going on?�
�Tell him.� Tony said to me. �Tell him what you are mad about so you can get him on your side and hear him say,� Tony changed the sound of his voice. ��You�re right Anna, you�re always right. Whatever you want�.�
I gasped.
Gil laughed. �Was that supposed to be an imitation of me? Because it wasn�t very good.�
�I�m working on it.�
Gil breathed out. �What�s going on, Anna?�
�We were out there. I guess scouting the area for survivors. Not to help them, like I thought, but just to see them. I wanted to help. At the very least, if we didn�t go door to door, leave the bag of supplies. Tony yelled at me��
�I did not.� Tony defended.
�You did too. You said I couldn�t do it and was adamant that it was something we couldn�t do.�
Gil glanced at Tony, then to me. �I� hate to say this, but I�m gonna have to side with Tony on this one.�
Tony gloated with a �Ha, I knew there was a reason I used to like you�.
�Both of you�� I pointed. �Suck.� And then I walked out.

Okay, that was immature and not the way to end or handle the situation. I wasn�t a child and I needed to stop behaving like one. If I wanted something to go my way, under the semi democracy of the bunker, I had to present it to everyone with a why. Not stomp to my room and pout.
�Are you better?� Tony asked as he entered my room. �Or do I still suck?�
�Both.� I stood from the bed. �Look, I don�t want to fight. I don�t. So, please, other than because I said so, can you explain to me please, why we can�t help those people in town? We have plenty.�
�Yes, we do. We have plenty for our survival,� Tony said �And you know what? We have plenty to help a family, and maybe even a family after that. But where does it end? When do we draw a line at what cuts into our survival. Everything here, Anna was done to prepare us for the long run. To hold us over until we are self sufficient. We cut into that, we cut into our insurance. Did you ever hear the expression �don�t feed the strays�?�
�That is cold.�
�That�s the truth. We hand out, they�ll come back. If they know they can get it, they�ll not do for themselves. Then what happens when we turn them down?�
�That family, Tony. It could have been us.�
�It wasn�t. And you can�t feel guilty because you have and they don�t.�
I sniffled.
�Are you sick or are you crying?�
�Neither. I�m cold.� I walked over to the chair and grabbed the worn, but thick gray and black striped hooded sweatshirt.
�Did you know every time you wear that, Peter brags that he gave that to you?�
�He did.�
�He still brags.� He stepped to me and pulled the hood over my head, pulling the strings.
�I�m sure I look like a dork right now.�
�A cute one.� Tony held on to the draw strings. �Listen to what I am going to say. So I don�t sound cold or like a dick, or that I suck. Time has taken us past the point where we can just wave out our hand and say, �join us�. Time does damage and makes people desperate. Now, you can argue that it is all the more reason to help them, and I will argue that it is a mistake. We have it good. People would kill� and I stress kill to have what we have. If we just let anyone in, we chance having the same thing happen that occurred with the fire hall people. I know you feel bad. But you can�t save the world.� He walked over to my brandy and poured me a glass, handing it to me.
I thanked him and said, �Don�t you want to try? If not the world, then just a speck of it?�
�No, I don�t. I worry about you and my daughter. Your safety.�
�What about her future?�
�That too.�
�Then you don�t care if all she knows is these walls. These kids in the bunker with her. You don�t want her to experience the world out there.�
�Not if it means her safety.� Tony replied.
�But if we help people��
�Anna��
�Listen to me. If we help people, we can get them strong enough to rebuild this world right along with us.�
�I hear you. I do and that� is a great idea� but. It has to be executed correctly. In order to even help a speck of the world it has to be done right. There has to be a process, a standard we set. A way we handle the help. All of which would include having enough to help. That would include more hands on. We don�t have a lot of us. The more outsiders we bring in, the more chance we take of losing control of what is ours. This is ours, Anna. It is not unrealistic to believe there will be people who want to take from us, over and over. And we don�t have the manpower to fight a big takeover. If we go out there with care packages, eventually someone is gonna search out where they came from.�
�So let me get this right. You�re not really cold and heartless. You really would want to help people if you had the means and the muscle of protection behind you.�
�Absolutely. And a place to put them, because this place will get tight. I�m not giving up my space.� He took a sip of my brandy and handed back the glass. �Sorry, I like our joined rooms.� He winked.
�Okay.� I stepped back and walked to my dresser. �I�ll be back.�
�Where are you going?�
I lifted another glass and the bottle of brandy. �I need to talk to Gil.�
Tony crossed one arm over his waist and looked at me.
�What? What�s wrong?�
�Should I be worried? I mean, you�re taking booze and are dressed seductively in that ugly hooded shirt.�
�No worries.� I crinkled my nose.
�Anna�� He called before I left. �No matter how drunk you get him, you won�t get him to side with you on this one.�
�Oh, I�m not going to get him to side with me. I�m going to convince him to stay.� I headed to the door.
�Okay. Now I am worried.�
Booze in hand, I smiled and left and sought out Gil.
He was on the third level of Hive One. Peter told me he was in his room.
When I arrived there his door was ajar. I called out and walked in.
�Hey,� he said. �This a surprise. That�s a good look for you.�
�I brought you a drink.� I closed the door using my foot.
�You shut the door. Are you seducing me?�
�Tony thinks I am.� I poured him a drink.
�Even better.� He took the glass. �But I must tell you, Anna, you don�t need to get me drunk.�
�You�re a married man, Gil.�
�Anna, come on. You know that marriage was a political move.�
I gave him a closed mouth smile and clinked my glass to his. �Sorry I said you suck.�
�You�ve said worse in twenty years.�
�I have.�
�I heard it was pretty ugly out there for you.�
�It was.�
�Maybe you should leave.�
I exhaled and sipped. �Gil��
�You know I had this fantasy that you were gonna come back and say you thought about my offer. That you were absolutely in love with me and would go anywhere with me.�
�Gil.� I looked at him seriously. �I will always love you. That will never change. You have a special place in my heart that no one can touch.�
�Even Tony?�
�Even Tony.�
�Are you in love with him?� he asked.
It took a few seconds for me to take a sip and then I answered. �I don�t know. I do care very much for him and very deeply. Enough that I won�t leave him.�
�Figures.� Gil downed his drink and poured another.
�Gil, you had to figure eventually I would move on.�
�Yeah, but it took the world to end, Anna.�
I laughed, then turned serious. �I need to ask you something and I need you to be one hundred percent honest with me.�
�This sounds serious.�
�It is.�
�Do I need another drink?�
�Perhaps.�
He grabbed the bottle and splashed some in both of our glasses. �Ask.�
�It�s a two part question. I didn�t say anything when Tony mentioned it, but I am doing so now. Do you have all that stuff that Tony said you did? The food storage, fuel, water, and whatever?�
�Anna��
�Do you?�
�Yes.� He nodded. �Yes.�
�Second part. Was he right on what you wanted to do with it?�
�I�m not a monster, Anna.�
�Answer the question.�
�You know me, I have always been prepared. I have always been infatuated with these things. I� had this vision that with my advanced knowledge of the needs, I could get ready for the end. I would have everything needed to rebuild society the way it should be redone.�
�So you did have the idea that you would rise from the ashes, extend your arms to the starving masses and say, �here I am, I give you food and shelter�, bow to me?�
Gil curled his lip and grunted. �Anna, come on. You make it sound so evil and dark lord like. Yes, in a sense I would draw them in but only to create a long term functioning society.�
�That you�d run.�
He didn�t answer, he took a drink.
�Doesn�t the government have a similar plan?�
�Ah, yes they do. Sort of. It�s a very structured continuity plan. It could fail because they favor those who can contribute more.�
�How long will the government�s plan take to initiate?�
�At least six months to a year. They�ll start out with food depots which will cause riots. People will be huddling around a truck to get one MRE or a gallon of water. And then fighting when it�s gone. It won�t work. You have to build a society with people who want to build it with you, not those who are afraid to live without your help.�
�How about your plan? How long would that take?�
�Everything is set in a chain. You go to one facility, get what you need to get to the next. To be operational and ready, three months tops. Remember, my plan doesn�t involve a huge cabinet of decision makers warm and cozy in a bunker.�
�Oh, yours is simple. One dictator to say what happens.� I said with sarcasm. �How many people do you think you can recruit as opposed to the government?�
�Recruit?� He laughed. �Get. Save. Help. Whatever you want to call it. Lots. I would hope.�
�Do you plan on overthrowing the government when it rises from the ashes, or do you plan on being the government they have to bow down to?�
�Anna��
�So, are you gonna put your own food trucks out there?�
�Um, no. My plan was to go out and entice the survivors. I have means to build an initial above ground shelter, then use those people to build another and so on.�
�Rise from the ashes with wide open arms.�
�I have known you for twenty years and I can honestly say this is the first time I can�t read you. Are you making fun of me or hating me?�
�Neither. I am�� I spoke soft, and maybe seductively on purpose as I poured him more brandy. �Giving you your fantasy.�
�Excuse me?�
�Stay Gil. Don�t leave. Stay here. Do your plan. However you see fit, but you do it from here. It was so bad out there. People are dying. And this� this is just a small, tiny dot of what is left. I don�t care how you go about it, but I don�t want another child to die out there if we can help them. Is this a way to help them?�
�It is. Why�why are you so passionate about this?�
�Because I lost a child and so did you. I need a reason to focus. I need a cause and I don�t want to live in a bunker with twelve people. I want to live in a world filled with people. That� is living.�
�It�ll take time, Anna, and rules. Are you sure?� he questioned.
�I�m sure. Just get on it now.�
�Tony is not gonna like this.�
�Yeah, he will. Once he sees the good in it. So�are you going to Texas? Or are you staying here and doing this?�
�Oh, I�m staying.� He raised his eyebrows a few times. �I�m definitely staying.�
�Then here�s to our starting a new future.� I lifted my glass to his.
�Things are going to get interesting.� He stepped closer to me, brought his glass to mine and smiled. �Here�s to a new future.�

51 � A NEW HOPE

FOUR MONTHS LATER
March 1

Things took longer than Gil�s optimistic, no longer than three month time frame. But in order for it to work, it had to be set up and initiated perfectly.
Spencer found a purpose. He worked with Gil and Ben on trips. To my surprise, and it should not have been, the first hidden depot with fuel, trucks and building supplies was located outside of Louisville. It also had four more men that were part of Gil�s plan.
They didn�t expect his initiative to start until the year mark. Spencer said Gil merely told them he had great incentive.
We couldn�t leave and begin the project until the shelter was built and enough supplies were moved to our location. It wasn�t supposed to be the main location, but it was.
Ideally, as far as weather went, it wasn�t a good choice. We were in the middle of a mini ice age, as Peter explained it. We made contact with the space station that sent pictures down for our viewing.
It looked like the earth wore a white beanie.
We were at the tail end of that beanie. The pictures were breathtaking. However, we weren�t moving. I found it hard to believe that there weren�t people alive and struggling up north. Not everyone was able to go south.
It was still early.
The weather was screwed up. Because we were already submersed in cold, there was no real defining winter. We did get snow. Not much though and that was a blessing. Peter made his prediction that our summer would run from July to September and maybe we�d hit fifty degrees. That was this year. There was hope for next year. Year Two after the comet, we would start planting.
Melissa had her interior farm growing pretty well. In fact we had surplus and started using that obscene amount of left over aluminum foil to wrap dehydrated vegetables and put them in cold storage.
The entire project, which we would forever call Protocol One, was mapped with strict rules, regulations and guidelines to follow as far as who we let in.
It had to be that way. Six months had passed since the comet struck earth. That was a lot of time to build bad feelings and desperation in people. Although, I still believed there was a lot of good left.
Tony told me I all but gave my blessing to Gil to live out his lifelong fantasy of being a dictator and ruling the world.
Not the world, just the country. I was fine with that as long as we did it for the good and didn�t take a dark turn.
Tony was doubtful that the project would even get a foothold. Me, I was confident because I gave a very ambitious man an even more ambitious project.
I did win one argument.
In the rare joint effort guidelines set by Tony and Gil, we went into Elwood City and brought back twenty-six people.
I wouldn�t use the word rescue, because they were alive. They were cold, starving and some were actually pretty sick. Four of them died from complications of some sort of virus. But that was a lot less than would have died if they had stayed in Elwood.
We retrieved them and kept them on the third floor of Hive Two. They were under surveillance and medical watch. Skyler, while not qualified, gave them psychological evaluations and just to test them, Tony made each one of them spend two hours alone with Peter while he talked about constellations.
A mental endurance experiment.
I thought that was mean and disrespectful to do to Peter. After all, he was a brilliant scientist. He didn�t mind though. He got to know everyone and even made a friend of a young man who was a science enthusiast.
The good news was, for the most part, the ill recovered and were an active part of our project just in time for the first Christmas.
I didn�t know how that would go considering we were up to eight children. Six of them were still the Santa phase.
But we took Christmas back to the old days. Where it was about the spirit of it and had real meaning. Nelly made candy for the kids and Duke along with Skyler and one of the Elwood City men, went into town and scavenged for toys. They got a few that weren�t destroyed.
It was a good first Christmas.
I still missed my son horribly, and thought of Jackson every day. I was grateful for the music he left behind.
We built, we worked, and the countdown was on.
The government rose from the ashes before us, sent out trucks with food to nearby survivors. It failed fast and had problems with mobs, just as Gil had predicted. They retreated to rethink their plan.
I asked how Gil knew it was going to happen and he simply said he knew the head of FEMA and that was who was running it.
The first official day of Project Protocol One, or execution day, was at hand and I was excited. The first trip would be two vehicles. One going east, the other west. A six hour trip. No more. We�d increase that when the weather was not as cold, although it felt like a heat wave when it hit thirty-two degrees.
We�d look for people and help them if they needed help or bring them back if that was what they desired. Bottom line was to get them help and let them know where we were.
With the Elwood city people and the men from the hidden storage facilities, we had quite a large security force.
Tony was in charge. Gil didn�t put him in charge of that, Tony took the honors. I wouldn�t have wanted it any other way.
Gil did notify Damnation Alley of his plan to look for survivors. He didn�t tell them how elaborate his plan was or all that it entailed, but I suppose Gwen knew her husband better than he believed she did.
Gwen showed up the day before execution day with two armed guards in a pretty decked out Humvee. She claimed exhaustion, needed to sleep, whined a little and stayed clear of everyone.
The next day, bright and early we were ready to go. The first truck had pulled out and Tony and I stood with Gil in the bay.
�You know the rules. Radio check every half hour.� Gil stated to me.
�Got it.� I said.
�Do not stay out long, any trouble come right��
�Hey, Gil,� Tony interrupted. �I got this. I�m with her. We�re good. See you in about six hours. Let�s go, Anna.� He took my arm.
Gil dismissed him. �Are you sure,� he said to me. �I can�t convince you to let someone else do this?�
�No, this is what I want to do. I have been waiting for this day. So I�� I stopped talking when Gwen barged into the bay.
�Gil.� She called out his name, paused, hand on the wall, leaned forward to catch her breath.
�You�ll get used to the steps,� I said.
She ignored me and marched to Gil. �I was trying to shower. I hadn�t even finished shaving my legs when the water shut off. They said there�s a three minute time limit. That is absurd. No one can get clean in three minutes.�
�I do.� I raised my hand.
�As I said�� She glanced at me then back to Gil. �No one can get clean in three minutes. So can you please do something about this? I need�� Suddenly her eyes moved to the blast doors. �Is that my Humvee parked there? Why is it running?�
Tony replied. �We�re taking it. We�re heading out.�
�And you are?�
�The guy that�s taking your vehicle. I heard from your guys it�s pretty sweet.�
�And exactly, why do you need to take it?�
Tony smiled. �Anna wanted it. See ya, Gil. We have miles to cover.�
Her mouth dropped open and if her eyes were fire, I would have been burned.
Quickly, Tony took my arm and escorted me out of the bay and to the Humvee. He opened the door.
�Why would you tell her that?� I asked.
�Get in.�
I did. �Oh, wow.� I sunk down in the thick and soft leather seat. �I swear this is the most comfortable seat.�
�Yeah,� Tony closed his door. �This thing is decked out. When I saw it, I claimed it as our survivor vehicle.�
�Good choice.�
�It may not be gas efficient for long trips but for this one it�s fine.� He reached up. �Do you need your seat warmed?�
�No, I�m good.�
He placed the truck in gear. �Man, how about that evil look she gave you?�
�Thank you for that.�
�No, no, Anna, she was shooting daggers at you long before the Humvee comment.�
�She certainly is going to make things interesting.�
�Yeah she is. Now, just wait until those last botox treatments really wear off then it will get visually interesting.�
�You�re so mean.�
�She�s a princess in an apocalypse world. For example, this ride. Look� music. Country or Oldies?�
�Country,� I replied.
�You ready for this?�
�I�m ready.�
Tony took a second, looked at me and then pulled the truck forward. We passed through the gates and turned.
I lifted the clipboard with the map and agenda. �Do we want to hit the communities first or last?�
�Last,� Tony said. �Let�s do Pittsburgh first.�
�I�ve never been to Pittsburgh,�
�Neither have I. I�m sure it�s seen better days, though. Either way, it will be interesting to see.�
�Gil has us going back there four times this week.�
�It�s a big town, and it could very well can be a dead town. You are ready, Anna, right, for the possibility of a dead world? It�s been six months.�
�I know. I�m ready.� I glanced out the window. The road was slightly snow covered with the trees bent over us in some places like a tunnel formed by nature. It wasn�t an overcast day, in fact, the sun was out. It glistened against the snow, shining in my mind as a ray of hope.
There was a lot of uncertainty of what would lie ahead. We hadn�t been beyond Elwood City. We just didn�t know what was out there. It had been some time since the comet hit. I was certain we wouldn�t see a picture perfect world, that things would be destroyed and void of life. Empty cities, empty towns. An old way of living buried beneath snow, ice and burnt ruins. I knew there would be things that would bother me and make me cry. Mentally, I tried to prepare myself. But deep inside, I also knew that out there the human race had prevailed.
We weren�t mean to be extinct, not yet. It wasn�t our time. As a race, we are resilient. Like Project Protocol One, the human race would rise from the ashes. It would rise up and start again.
There were survivors, I was sure of that.
We just had to find them.
And we would.

52 � COLD STOP REALITY

The first snowflake fell with a hard �plop� to the windshield just as we hit the end of Elwood City.
It was a single flake and huge, causing both Tony and I to lean forward to peer at the sky.
�That was odd,� Tony said, �Sky is darkening.�
�Should we worry?� I asked.
�Peter said it would just be cloudy, no snow, right?�
�That�s what he said. Want me to double check?�
Tony hummed out in debate. �Nah, I mean, he�s pretty anal about the weather. If he even suspected it was going to get bad, he would have said something. Besides, we had very little snow, so I highly doubt it would wait until this day to come.�
�What do you think?� I asked. �I mean, you�re from Chicago.�
He shrugged. �It looks like it�s gonna snow.�
�Maybe we should stop and go back.�
�Radio in, have him double check.�
Tony slowed down just before getting on to the main highway to head to Pittsburgh. I radioed in and Peter confirmed with some annoyance, as if we doubted him, that it wasn�t showing snow clouds. He had rarely been wrong before.
�No, snow,� I said.
�Uh, Anna, I heard. It�s a radio.�
I smiled and removed my coat. The comfy and cozy Humvee was warm. In fact it was surround sound warm. Removing my coat, I took another look at Elwood City as we left. It truly was void of any life. It had an aura that no one was left.
We pulled onto the main road, the first time venturing there. The four lane highway was barren and white. Nothing but slick, covered concrete untouched by vehicles. It had a virgin like look about it. In fact, even though it hadn�t really snowed much, there was a blanket of white and ice for as far as the eye could see. A few cars were on the road abandoned. Some had a glaze of ice over them. Most had no windows.
I supposed we�d see more as we neared Pittsburgh.
Gil had broken the city into sections. Four per week. It would take us three weeks to get through the entire city.
I folded the map and set down the clip board.
�How long until we get there?� I asked.
�Forty minutes,� Tony replied. �I�m not taking a chance on flying. Not on these roads. We�ll just take our time and get there. Scan the first area and head back. I�m not in a hurry. I�m enjoying the break from the Giltator.
�The� the what?� I asked with a stutter. �Giltator?�
�Yeah, the Caesar incarnate.�
�Oh my God, Tony, he is far from that!�
�Maybe right now.�
�And for good. I know Gil.�
�Yes, Anna,� he said. �We�re all aware of how well you know Gil. And we�re also all well aware of how easily you just let him take over and implement his �rule the world� scheme.�
�Stop.� I shook my head. �You�re being silly. He�s helping. Plus, I think you�re joking because you are going along with it.�
�Silently, until I can implement my own plan. Hence why I want to run the security aspect. I need to know what�s going on.�
�Your own plan?�
�Yeah, trust me. I have no plans to stay under the Giltatorship. I eventually would like to take you and Joie and head south. So, until that time comes, I�m just biting my tongue.�
�How do you know I�ll leave with you?� I asked.
�One word. Gwen. Speaking of which�. I have something for you.� He reached out his arm, but stopped. �I can�t get it. Reach behind your seat. There�s a small black bag.�
After undoing my belt, I reached around. On the floor was a soft black leather bag, about the size of a large purse or small gym bag. I sniffed. �It smells pretty.�
�It�s Gwen�s. They left it in here. Have fun. Snoop.�
�Is it right?� I unsnapped the bag.
�Well, seeing as how you are already opening it, I�d say it�s fine.�
�You didn�t look?�
�Nope. Thought it would be an early Christmas gift for you.�
I laughed a �Ha�, and dove in. There was a silk scarf that I realized was the source of the perfume smell.
�What�s in there?�
�Scarf, ibuprofen. Ha-ha.� I withdrew my hand and pulled out four tiny bottles of booze. �There�s more, too. And� oh!�
�What?�
�Tampons. I�ll take those. Good Lord, what all did this woman shove in here? It�s like her road emergency bag, she even has��
I paused.
�What?�
From the bag, I lifted a Blackberry style device.
�Well, that�s old.� Tony said.
�A car charger. Why would she have an old Blackberry? I would think she�d have state of the art.� I said as I turned on the Blackberry.
�Actually, their security technology can�t be beat. Extremely hard to hack.�
�Well she wasn�t worried about password protecting this.� Using the car charger, I hooked up the unit and started charging it. It �beeped� and I began being nosy. There wasn�t much on it. Two previous calls. But oddly, they were from two days earlier. �Tony why and how would she get phone calls on this thing?�
�Satellite maybe.� He said.
�Weird, who would she call? And only two incoming calls from the same number.�
�Maybe she used it more as a pocket desk.�
After saying, �Maybe� I went into her documents and immediately froze. �Tony. Why would Gil share all his schematics and info with her?�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean. All the documents in here are work orders, information� and here is a list of locations of every one of his facilities.�
Even though it wasn�t safe, Tony took the unit, looked at it and drove. �The fuel one is missing. Maybe he emailed them to her as a safeguard.�
I searched the unit. �There�s no email attached. These were downloaded.� Then I saw the message folder and opened it. �Whoa, she had quite the text conversation happening just before she arrived with a contact named �D�.�
�Read them.�
�Just back and forth. She didn�t want to talk in front of the driver. �D� said understandable. She said she will send them over as fast as she could. It was barbaric. She hates him.� I lowered the unit. �Who does she hate?�
�Maybe the driver?�
I shrugged. �Then �D� said to bide her time. It won�t be long. Soften the sources and find SJN135. Then it is over.�
�SJN135?� Tony asked.
�Soften the sources. What does that mean?�
�It means�. Damn it!� He slammed his hand against the wheel. �She hates him. The Giltator. She is here to get information and break down our barriers, soften the sources, get in, get trusted. SJN135 is the fuel location. The biggest asset he has. Somebody wants the fuel depot!�
�Who knows the location?�
�Gil, me, and who ever drove the first run out there.�
�Duke and Spencer.�
�Yep.� Tony said. �We make sure we take that directly to Gil, no one else� as soon as we get back.�
I wanted to radio him, but I didn�t. It would be too risky. I should have known Gwen had other reasons for coming to the bunker than just to be with her husband.
We also knew we had to save our conversation for later, because we saw the skyline of Pittsburgh come into focus.
Get in, get out, but it was starting to snow much harder.
It was hard to see against the densely cloudy sky, especially with the snow falling. But there wasn�t a speck of light in the sky, and most of the tall buildings, from what could see, had been damaged heavily by fire.
Sector One was right off the main highway, up a slippery ramp. We were on the north side of the downtown area. Tony�s plan was to drive around the circumference of Sector One and see if we found anything. There was a lot of traffic consisting only of parked and abandoned cars. We tried taking three different roads shown on the map and each one was a dead end.
We pulled out along a smaller river road. The river was frozen over with chunks of debris frozen solid in the surface.
It was evident that the first sector was a barren wasteland. No signs of life.
Tony turned on the windshield wipers. �So much for Peter�s weatherman skills.�
�It�s getting bad. We should turn around and head back.�
�Yeah,� Tony said. He paused and I saw him looking at the buildings around him. A football stadium was a block away. A frozen flag remained, oddly unscathed.
�There was supposed to be an underground shelter around here,� Tony said. His window was fogged and he rolled it down. When he did we heard the call.
�Help! Over here!� A female voice called out. �Please.�
�That�s odd.� Tony commented.
�Should we help?�
�Wonder if that�s the shelter?� He asked, as he pointed to a woman about fifty feet away standing in the doorway of the city�s casino.
�Why is she standing there?�
�I don�t know.� Tony opened his door.
�Please. We have an injured man. We need help!� She cried out. �In here!�
She then disappeared inside the doors.
Tony walked to the back of the Humvee.
I put on my coat and gear, and stepped out. �Tony.� I walked over to him. He handed me bags. �This is gonna sound odd coming from me, but I don�t trust this.�
�Yeah, me either.� He checked his revolver, placed it under his coat, zipped up, then shouldered a rifle.
�Why are we bringing everything?�
�Grab Gwen�s party bag.�
�Why?�
�Never leave anything in the vehicle. Just in case.� He shut the hatch. �We check. We look. We leave. Look in only, at first.�
I nodded in agreement and walked toward the building. With each step I was troubled more. If there was someone injured, why wasn�t there any smoke for heat? There was no light emerging at all.
Just about there, I stopped. �Okay, this isn�t good.�
Tony looked at the doors ten feet away. �Yeah, I�m getting that eerie feeling as well. Like why didn�t she wait for us?�
�Exactly.�
�Head back?� he asked.
�Yes.�
No sooner did I say that, and we turned when I heard the scariest thing of all. The sound of an engine revving.
Just as we realized what it meant, we watched as the Humvee slid, back end first and then turned and peeled away.
�Fuck!� Tony raced toward the Humvee.
�Oh my God.� I closed my eyes.
�Son of a bitch!�
�How� how?� I asked. �You were worried about our stuff being stolen. Did you even think it would be the Humvee? Why did we leave it running?�
�So it wouldn�t freeze and would start again. But I locked it. I locked my door and the hatch. I don�t know.� Tony flung out his hand. �Gwen is gonna be so pissed.�
�You think?� I exhaled and immediately I was hit with a panic feeling in my chest. I peered around the dark, empty north side. Snow was falling hard, piling up fast and furiously. �So we�re stuck.�
�For now.�
�What do we do?�
Tony peered up to the sky as the snow smacked him hard in the face. �Right now.� He swiped it away. �We find shelter. We�ll figure this out.�
We both looked at the casino.
After walking the few remaining feet back to the entrance, Tony opened the door.
I looked back hoping to see the Humvee return, but it was gone. We were stuck. Even though we were only forty miles from the bunker, it might as well have been a thousand. We left the bunker fully prepared to help survivors. Little did I realize, we would end up the ones needing help. The entire situation was an instant motivation to rethink my plan to be the Good Samaritan.
We had a lot of time to think.
It didn�t turn out as expected. A massive snow storm, no transportation. Tony and I were stranded. We were now trapped in the world that we had diligently planned to avoid.
We had three goals� be safe, be smart, and eventually make it home.
<><><><>
THE END
Thank you so much for taking time to read this book. I invite you to visit my website, and as always feel free to contact me at any time.
www.jacquelinedruga.com
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