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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      This trilogy of books was inspired by a family visit to Scotland’s Secret Bunker which is located at Troywood in Fife, Scotland, UK, however, it is entirely fictional.

      If you get the chance, please visit to the real ‘Secret Bunker’ it’s an amazing place!

      This book has been fully revised and updated to mark the 25th anniversary of Scotland’s Secret Bunker being open to the public.

      You can find out more about the bunker at https://secretbunker.co.uk
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      In the beginning

      

      Beyond the great iron doors I could hear the ghostly wail of sirens. I was familiar with this noise from school when watching old films about World War 2 and the Blitz. Only this was here and now, and I was on holiday in Scotland with my family. Surely this must be part of the exhibition? But I’d never seen Dad so scared. He was terrified and had grabbed Harriet around the waist to get her away from the doors. He was pushing David along at his side. His face was grey – I swear it was grey. I know from the decisive way he moved that this was no joke. He was genuinely frightened by what was happening outside the bunker.

      Standing by the entrance I could see it was overcast and oppressive out there, and at first I assumed it was just bad weather. But the darkness in the skies had a solid, dense quality. It was like nothing I’d ever seen before. As the blackness swept through the sky, it shut out all light. I couldn’t understand what was happening. Even at night there was a glow thrown off by street lamps or passing cars. But this had a finality about it. It was not to be questioned. The heavy iron blast doors, which at first seemed set and fixed, began to groan and slowly swing shut. I called out to Mum to run faster – they were going to close before she reached me.

      Dad propelled Harriet and David down the long concrete corridor, a combination of pushing and almost throwing them. This was the action of a man who was the most petrified I’d ever seen anybody in my life. It’s funny how you notice these things at times like that. In movies people act alarmed and make all sorts of shouting and screaming sounds. But in real life being scared is a feeling, a terrifying sensation that is played out in silence, inside your head.

      As the blackness dominated the sky and cast its deathly shadow over the entrance of the bunker, I called out to Mum. She was running towards the closing doors and I knew it must be too late. I heard her yelling ‘Dan!’ but her voice trailed off. She was shut out and we were trapped underground. I had become separated from everybody in the panic. I was alone in this strange place. Something terrible was happening outside that bunker and Mum was caught out there with no way to escape.

      

      April

      

      I can’t really remember why we decided to holiday in Scotland. Things have a habit of coming out of nowhere when you live in a big family. One minute Dad had a great idea and then David knocked something over at the dinner table. Dad cursed, Mum told him off (did she really think that we didn’t hear those words at school?) and Harriet got covered in whatever it was that just went flying. And out of the brawl and mayhem that followed, somehow we managed to discuss Dad’s great holiday plan, and before you knew it he was on his laptop entering the competition.

      Yes, this wasn’t a conventional holiday for the Tracy family. We couldn’t afford a normal holiday. Dad had given up work two years ago. ‘Because I’m so old!’ he’d joked with us at the time. In actual fact, it was all my fault. I’d had what the teachers referred to as ‘difficulties’ at school. These difficulties involved hushed conversations among teachers, worried chats long into the night between Mum and Dad, and regular visits from a very unusual man called Doctor Pierce. I remember him because he wore a brightly coloured tie which had a curious metallic logo embossed on it at the bottom. That struck me as rather strange for a man who was called Doctor. It all ended with me staying at home to be educated.

      Home ed they called it. Basically it meant that for me everything that I’d experienced between the ages of five and fourteen was now over. I got up after Mum had gone to work and when I did get up Dad was there. Dad, who’d gone to work before I left the house for ever since I can remember. Usually he was in his pyjamas with a cup of tea at his side and working on something at his laptop. Most days I joined him at the kitchen table at about nine o’clock. They let me sleep in later because I lay awake at night. I don’t know why that was. I was tired and I wanted to sleep, but I couldn’t. So I was awake until well after midnight usually. I enjoyed the world at that time of night, it was quiet and demanded nothing of me. I love my family, but sometimes, in the middle of the night when the rest of the world is asleep, there is a silence I could inhabit forever.

      I preferred home ed because I got to see more of Dad, but I still missed Mum being about during the day. Home ed was funny because very little education took place. I just did what I felt like doing most of the time. And I got along fine like that. All that anger from being at school seemed to go. In fact, sometimes it was hard to remember what had caused me to get into trouble in the first place. I could remember the rage and the fury – I could recall lashing out at those kids, but I couldn’t remember how I’d got from how I was right now to that state where I was so out of control. And I was out of control at school. It’s scary to feel that way. But now I felt totally calm, and I couldn’t picture what would make me get that way again. So, most of the time during the day it was just me and Dad in the kitchen. And Nat, of course, but Nat wasn’t actually in the kitchen with us.

      

      When Nat died

      

      I was thirteen when Nat died. I don’t really recollect it as an accident. I remember what people did and how they reacted. And I remember the funeral most of all.

      Nat was such great fun and the funeral didn’t seem to capture any of that life at all. Mum and Dad remember exactly what happened. I can see it in the sadness when they look at pictures of our family as it was. It comes in an instant, usually when a random photo flashes up on a laptop screen as it switches to screensaver. Then, one minute later, it’s almost as if Nat was never in our lives, like that place at the table had always been David’s.

      But dead people leave a space. It’s not a physical space. It’s a part of our life that remains in a vacuum. And the smallest thing can let the air rush into that vacuum, filling it with life, memories and feelings, as if the person had never been gone. All it took was a photo and Nat was back at the table with us.

      We were twins. I don’t think you’d know it now because we weren’t identical twins or anything like that. Mum and Dad say ‘You were so alike’, but to me we looked like two different people in those photos. And if Nat were alive now, I’m sure we’d be so different. For a start, our personalities were opposite. And we wore our hair differently, even at that age. I left mine as it was, Nat was much more adventurous. We were different even then. But always we were twins – until Nat was killed in an instant by that black car and our lives changed forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Twenty-three hours after the darkness fell

      

      I was so hungry. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced hunger like that before. At home we always had snacks around. Dad nagged us about eating our five-a-day or Mum had a go about ladling too much jam onto our bread. But most of the time, whenever we got peckish, there was food around.

      I was so scared now. I didn’t know how long I’d been there. It was completely dark and there was no sound at all. I didn’t know where Dad and Harriet were – they were somewhere near David last time I saw them. I’d shouted, but there was nothing, only an empty echo from the long, concrete corridor. All I had was a half-drunk bottle of water.

      If we got lost when we were young, Mum and Dad used to say, ‘Find someone with a uniform or wait by the ticket office.’ I was by the entrance when the darkness fell. If I’d had my mobile phone with me I could have used the torch on it to see. I’d tried feeling my way along the wall, but it was terrifying walking into complete blackness where you couldn’t see anything, not even shapes or outlines. So I did what Mum and Dad said. I waited by the entrance. If anybody came, that’s where they’d go. If only I’d remembered my mobile phone in the car, I’d have some light now. And Mum wouldn’t have got caught outside when the darkness came.

      

      Holidays

      

      Somehow we moved from a glass of lemonade getting spilled at the dinner table to a holiday in Scotland. What Dad had been trying to say when this strand of conversation had taken its first breath of life the previous month was, ‘Who fancies winning a holiday to Scotland?’ Within the mayhem of the spillage, a general consensus of opinion had been reached that Scotland might be a bit of fun and we’d never been there together as a family.

      Since Dad had stopped working, money had been tight. It’s funny, nobody tells you these things when you’re young, you just pick it up from the strands of conversation and what you see going on around you. One minute you’re eating your favourite ice cream, the next you’re stuck with own-brand vanilla flavour. One minute Dad’s going to work in a suit, the next he’s showing you an online video of a funny dog while he’s sitting at the table in pyjama bottoms and a T-shirt with a band’s name on that I’ve never heard of before. Apparently they were big in the 80s.

      We used to go on holidays abroad, and we’d all sit and look at the brochures together. We’d fly in planes to places that were far too hot for me and once we even went on a ferry. Nat loved that ferry …

      See – Nat again, always with us but never there.

      

      Losing Nat

      

      I’m not sure if I even saw the black car at the time. In my memory it was there, but I was uncertain if that was because I’d heard so many people talk about the accident.

      I even had a newspaper cutting hidden in my old laptop case upstairs, but I hadn’t actually looked at it since I put it there. I knew that if I looked at that faded cutting it would instantly transport me back to the day of the funeral, when that great, empty, immovable void opened before us.

      When the final person leaves the house after the funeral, that’s when it starts for real. The silence and the coping – that’s when it really begins, not when the person dies. It’s only then that you’re alone with death. It’s only then that you find out how you’ll be.

      As a thirteen-year-old I’d never even thought about death. Why would you when you’re thirteen? I’m not sure I’d even have thought about it much now if it wasn’t for Nat. Of course, I’d seen it in films and cartoons, I’d read about it in books. But that wasn’t really my life and it seemed so far away. Always so far away until the final moment of innocence when my twin’s blood spattered across my favourite T-shirt and I heard the last gasp for life as Nat’s limp body hit the concrete in front of me.

      

      A lucky win

      

      So Dad was entering another competition to win us a holiday. ‘Somebody has to win,’ he’d say, ‘and it might as well be us!’ Then Mum would chime in with some wise catchphrase like, ‘You’ve got to be in it to win it!’ Honestly, it was as if they wrote the script before each day started. How did they come up with this stuff?

      Usually we entered competitions in magazines or on the back of cereal boxes. Sometimes we even crowded around Dad’s laptop to figure out some daft question in an online contest. But I remember this one because it was different from usual. It came via email directly to Mum and she picked it up immediately.

      ‘Hey, Mike, I’ve got some holiday competition from one of my websites, do you want it?’

      ‘Can you forward it to me, Amy?’

      After a few taps from Mum on her keyboard I knew the transaction was complete because five seconds later Dad said ‘Thanks’. And, of course, we all knew what he meant by this stray acknowledgement. An onlooker from a hundred years ago would wonder what on earth had happened.

      This is how modern families operate – the unspoken fusion of tech and relationships when human interaction can slip seamlessly from words to typing, to reading, and back to words again and everybody’s still in the loop.

      Now, Mum was always a deleter. It was the only time that she’d cuss. I think it was because she’d taken on more responsibility in the office since Dad had stopped going into work and she was sick of emails by the time she was back home. So about ten minutes after she’d returned from work every night, she’d sit down with a cup of tea, open her laptop, scan her emails, cuss a bit then whack the delete button much harder than was required. She’s going to wreck that button, I’d think to myself.

      ‘Sorted!’ she’d announce, and then she’d relax and become Mum again, as if deleting those personal emails was revenge for everything she’d had to do at work all day.

      That was what made her interest in this message remarkable. At the time I assumed she’d had a better day at work, but now I can see it was something more than that. Anyway, Dad got the email and within seconds of him opening it and asking if we all wanted to go to Scotland we were tapping away at our keyboards trying to find the name of a disused cold war nuclear bunker in the south of Scotland. David got there first, and he messaged the link to Dad to check it.

      ‘That’s the one, never heard of it!’ he said and that was the holiday sorted. Well, almost – until Mum nearly ruined everything by ending up in hospital.

      

      The empty ward

      

      The woman sat on the bed with a briefcase at her side. She was browsing something on a digital reader, but she was just distracting herself because when the man entered the room she closed it immediately. She was expecting him and, although she knew him already, she was clearly uneasy about something.

      This was a strange place. It had the antiseptic, clinical feel of a hospital, but didn’t seem to have any patients. The beds were neatly made and in rows, but there were no curtains between them, no radios on the walls, nothing extra or decorative.

      As the man pressed the pen-like gadget against her neck and the tiny device entered her bloodstream, it struck her that this was almost the same as a military hospital.

      

      A last-minute panic

      

      I didn’t even know that Mum had given blood. Not until we got a phone call saying that she’d fainted and they were keeping her in hospital overnight. Dad went into a bit of tirade at that stage. The funny thing about Dad is that he would rant away as if something had annoyed him, when everybody in the room could see that actually he was deeply concerned about whoever was involved.

      So while Dad was moaning about Mum’s great timing and how it was going to mess up the packing and our early morning departure, me, David and even Harriet really knew that he was worried sick about Mum. It was that script thing again, as if nobody would finish off his lines if Mum wasn’t there.

      ‘I’m going to have to leave you guys here for an hour,’ he started. ‘Nat, can you look after ...’ There it was again. A simple mistake, but Nat was back in the room.

      

      Leaving Nat

      

      Hospitals always meant bad news to me. Of course, in most cases they’re places of healing. People who have the most terrible illnesses and problems enter those buildings and leave them cured or with their suffering eased.

      It was the hospital chapel that I particularly noticed when Nat died. I didn’t know that hospitals had chapels. My thirteen-year-old self thought they were made up of wards lined with beds and filled with doctors and nurses. So much of what we think of these places is from TV and books. A chapel in a hospital makes perfect sense, I know that now.

      After all, it’s where I first watched my parents crying helplessly as they clung on to each other trying to comprehend that Nat was dead. It was the first and only time in my life that they completely shut me out. It was as if they had to go to each other first before they could come to give me comfort. I know now that the chapel is the most important place in a hospital. It’s where people go to pray and beg for help, even if they believe there is no God. It’s where people who are ill go when they must come to terms with the end of life. And it’s where those who know loss must go, before returning to a home that is missing a child.
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      A late-night visitor

      

      Often, as a child, things happen around you and you don’t get their true meaning. You take them at face value, you see them as they are on the surface. One of the things I’d noticed since I’d been at home more was that there was hidden meaning in most things. Take Dad’s ranting, for instance. He said one thing but he meant another. And it was the same with Mum and Dad when they were together. There seemed to be a subtext to their conversations.

      So, when Dad left me in charge of David and Harriet, he was – on the face of it – going to see Mum after she’d fainted in hospital. But it felt to me as if something else was going on, something I wasn’t getting. Dad wasn’t that long, as it turned out. I think the reason he was most worried is that Mum had been away the night before. They always got crabby when they didn’t see each other for a while. She’d been away at some business meeting and had left to catch an early train long before I got up. Dad was cross that she’d given blood rather than coming straight home. Of course, he’d never have known if she hadn’t fainted. And now she was in hospital overnight and we were travelling to Scotland the next day.

      Sometimes parents seem to make life so difficult. All Dad had to do was to get ready to go and pick Mum up from hospital on the way out in the morning. When he got home, David and Harriet went to bed, and he got me to help with the packing.

      I liked it that since I’d been at home Dad treated me differently. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it was as if I were an adult at last. He chatted to me the same as he did with Mum. He didn’t use that kind of talk you reserve for kids, as if you’re overacting in a bad TV series. That was why I was still up when there was a knock at the door.

      It’s funny that a knock at the door means nothing at all during the daytime, but at night it can take on such a different meaning. It can be threatening, or it can take on a new urgency, as if important news has to be delivered that can’t wait until morning. So when the knock came, at shortly after eleven o’clock, it made both of us jump and we could only stare quizzically at each other while we registered what had happened.

      Dad told me to get ready for bed and to stay upstairs, and I felt a sharp change from his easiness in the minutes before the night-time interruption. I wasn’t much the wiser for what was said at the front door – it was a series of mumbles preceded and followed by greetings and farewells. But there was something about the conversation that registered with me, not words, but a tone and style of speaking. It was only while I was lying awake long after Dad had gone to bed that I realized what it was that had felt so familiar to me. That was Doctor Pierce talking to Dad at the door. So why had Dad said, after closing the door and rejoining me, that it was a wrong address?

      

      In the darkness

      

      I was trying to stay calm, but it was really difficult. None of this made sense to me at all. It was as if somebody had turned all the lights out and now they were refusing to tell me what was going on. I didn’t know what to do. If I tried to move in this darkness, I might fall. Even worse, I could get lost.

      I was desperately trying to remember the layout of the bunker, but I couldn’t, and anyway it was completely dark. I had no light or sound to help me navigate. I’d called for help until I was hoarse and my water was gone now. I was scared, hungry and alone. It was ridiculous, but in spite of this I could think of no better strategy than to stay where I was. If somebody came, they would either enter via the blast doors or try to leave using this route.

      The thing was, I knew there were lots of people in here. So why couldn’t they hear me? And what had happened to Dad, David and Harriet? They were close when the darkness fell, but now I couldn’t see or hear them. It seemed crazy to stay there, but I couldn’t think of anything better to do for now. And if death came? Well, I was at Nat’s side when life ended, so I knew what it was like.

      

      Loss

      

      The black car didn’t stop when it struck Nat at the roadside. Nobody even thought about the car at the time – everybody’s attention was focused on the bloody body that lay lifeless in front of us. It could have been an invisible, brutal force that came out of nowhere and took the life away from my twin without a care. It was only once the ambulance had been called – as Mum cradled Nat in her arms and a crowd of passers-by had gathered – that the question was asked about the driver.

      All those people around, yet the only information we could get about him was that he was in a large black vehicle. Make unknown. And the car didn’t have number plates.

      

      On our way

      

      We finally set off on our journey to Scotland. Needless to say, we did win the competition in the end. We weren’t used to having that type of luck, but in this case it was all very quick. It must have been less than a week between Dad sending off our entry and his announcement that we’d actually won, and in no time at all it was the day of the holiday. After a chaotic breakfast and a hasty packing of the car, Dad locked up the house, we all got in the car, picked up Mum from the hospital and were on our way.

      Mum seemed fine. None of us needed any medical details. As long as she was back with us and we could see with our own eyes that she was okay, the whole incident was forgotten. Or at least for a while. When I asked her to show me where they’d taken the blood from her arm, there was no mark. ‘I must be a quick healer,’ she’d joked. But I didn’t think injections healed that fast.
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      The grey office

      

      She couldn’t feel the device but she knew it was there. It must have been microscopic to enter her bloodstream so easily and painlessly, and she was uneasy about its presence in her body. But the man was blunt and dismissive – he had the manner of an impatient doctor.

      The woman seemed to be wary of him, so held back the questions she wanted to ask. When he stood up, it was clear that she was supposed to follow him. He led her along a long, featureless corridor. The whole building had a military feel. Nothing was there for decoration or pleasure, it was as if things were only around because there was a job to be done. Charmless functionality.

      He stopped at a door with a name-plate on it and they entered a grey and characterless office. There was no artwork, no family pictures, no attempt to create any life in this room. Everywhere was high-tech equipment. It was like nothing she’d ever seen. These weren’t laptops and screens you could buy in your high street store. It was as if they came from another world.

      It was clear that the visit was not yet over for the woman. In three hours’ time she would wake up in her local hospital with no memory of these events. Her husband would be on his way to see her after she’d supposedly passed out when giving blood. That wouldn’t feel strange to her at all, and she would have no memory of what had taken place earlier. Except there would be a lingering sensation that made her  uneasy. She’d have no recollection of any occasion when she’d given blood in the past eighteen years.

      

      The holiday highlight

      

      David and Harriet weren’t bothered what we did on holiday – they were just happy that we were all together. Mum was not at work and the garden seemed to be a place for great adventures, even in this terrible weather.

      As part of the holiday we had a special visit organized. We didn’t have to pay for it, but we did have to turn up at an agreed time – they’d be expecting us. Mum and Dad were really excited about it. I wasn’t sure what to expect and David and Harriet didn’t care anyway.

      We were going to an old nuclear bunker which lay hidden in the Scottish countryside. According to Mum and Dad it was a relic from something called the cold war when countries didn’t get on as well as they do now. From what I could see in the news, countries still didn’t get on that well.

      It was a huge warren of concrete tunnels buried under the ground, the size of a football pitch. At one time it would have been used as a shelter in a nuclear attack. These days we didn’t need it any more.

      

      A glimpse in the darkness

      

      I wished I wore a watch. I had no idea how long I’d been there. Never in my life had I known such impenetrable blackness. I used to be scared at night after Nat died, but even then I could easily make out the objects in my bedroom, though you’d still describe the room as dark.

      Something was bothering me. I’d been distracted by fear, hunger and the silence, but I kept thinking back to those last moments before the huge iron doors swung shut. David was right at the end of the long concrete corridor, behind as always. Dad had propelled Harriet along the dimly lit concrete tunnel when he’d seen what was happening outside.

      As I stood in the mouth of the doorway looking up at Mum who was desperately rushing towards the closing doors, I was sure I’d seen something else. I was doubting myself because I knew I was exhausted. But I was certain she was with a child. The child was my kind of age and height and had a familiar look. Like I’d known them once, but we hadn’t seen each other for a while. I’m sure it was Nat.
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      The unusual holiday

      

      Looking back, the holiday in Scotland was a bit suspicious from day one. But things always seem clearer when you know how they turn out. It’s like flicking to the end of a book to see what the ending is. It all seems so obvious when you know how the story finishes – but when you’re there, in the thick of real life events, it’s not always so clear.

      That’s how it was with our free holiday to Scotland. I think the fact that we’d won it out of the blue rather than having to pay for it ourselves made us much more willing to go along with it. After we’d got the congratulations email we took it at face value. We’d won a holiday and we’d soon be on our way.

      It’s amazing what we accept on the strength of an email. If it looks official, has a nice logo and comes from an address that looks okay, we’ll happily embrace it as we would a phone call or a face-to-face conversation. But many deceptions can lie behind an email, and we’re all too willing to be fooled. And so it was with our family.

      I think I was the only one to notice it, and I can’t even remember if I pointed it out to Dad. He’d called me over to take a look at the email the morning after it arrived. Mum was at work, David at school and Harriet at playgroup. Just me and Dad. It looked like you’d expect any holiday company email to look. A big banner packed with images of wonderful scenery and happy people. A signature at the bottom that looked as if it was real, but which was really an image. A big red congratulations sign at the top of the message. An 0800 ‘Call us if you have any queries’ telephone number in case of problems. Why would anybody be suspicious about that?

      But it was the company logo that was troubling me. Where had I seen it before? It wasn’t a perfect match, mind you, but I knew it was familiar. It took me a day or two before I figured it out. With some problems your mind works away in the background and then – at a completely random moment – you get the answer. My moment of realization came while I was cleaning my teeth with my electric toothbrush, my mind idly skipping from thought to thought. I recalled where I’d seen that logo before. It was like the metallic logo on Doctor Pierce’s tie.

      I think I saw it more as a coincidence than a clue. Usually if one logo looks similar to another, it’s not a big deal. Unless you get caught up in the events that we did, of course. With hindsight, it was a very strong clue.

      

      Remembering Nat

      

      Memory is a funny thing. Sometimes I could remember thoughts, events and feelings with absolute precision, as if all five senses captured and recorded every aspect of a particular experience. Other times I wondered if I was even there, my recall was so hazy. Even though I was only thirteen at the time, I could remember certain elements of Nat’s accident with remarkable clarity.

      Bear in mind that I was processing the world through the eyes of younger child, not a sixteen-year-old. So many of the things that happened, although I didn’t fully understand them at the time, had taken on a new significance as I got older.

      Three things happened that day that I still remembered very clearly. On the day itself, and in the weeks and months that followed Nat’s death, these didn’t seem to be particularly important. But now, when I reran those events in my mind, things didn’t seem to add up.

      It was similar to a complicated jigsaw puzzle. You can know where the corner pieces go, where all the straight edges line up and how colours, lines and shapes need to cluster together to create some sense of the main body. But until that final part slots into place, there is no standing back and seeing what you’ve got – the picture is incomplete until you’ve inserted the last piece.

      There were three pieces of this puzzle that I was unable to slot into place. It was as if they belonged to a different jigsaw. First of all, I’m fairly sure that black car was coming for both me and Nat. It was only because I stepped back to pick up a coin on the pavement that it missed me. Secondly, Mum had been distracted by somebody talking to her, so she wasn’t really paying any attention to what was going on with the traffic. That’s the only reason the car got anywhere near us – Mum’s attention was completely elsewhere at the time.

      And finally, I’m certain that I saw Nat moving as the ambulance doors closed and we were parted for the last time.

      

      Inside the grey office

      

      Although she would be unable to recall these events afterwards, like those who went before her the woman was all too aware of what was going on at the time. To somebody watching from the outside, it would be clear that she was nervous and uneasy, but she was not being coerced or imprisoned in this room.

      She was here of her own free will, although she’d rather not be. She’d had to make a choice, and this was the best of a series of bad alternatives. Where there are no good options available, it’s amazing how the human mind can make the best of a bad situation. A choice that in any other circumstance would look like madness becomes the right thing to do. That’s how it was for this woman. Whatever the other options she’d been given, it was better for her to be in this plain office.

      It was a sensible thing to have been injected with a tiny electronic device that she didn’t understand, by a man she barely knew, in a place she’d never heard of. If this was the best choice, somebody observing these events could be forgiven for asking how bad the alternatives were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Connection

      

      I wasn’t sure if the sirens had stopped or if it was that the doors to the bunker were so heavy I could no longer hear them. That last view of Mum running towards the doors was troubling me. It couldn’t have been Nat with her, I must have been imagining it. Anyway, Nat would be completely different now, three years older, like me. I’d certainly changed in the past three years.

      I was much taller for a start, taller than Mum and almost as tall as Dad. This seemed to excite Mum and Dad beyond my comprehension. They were always saying things like, ‘I’m sure you’ve grown overnight’ or ‘You’re almost as big as me now’. Personally, I didn’t really notice, nor did I particularly care. My hair had got darker, and I wore it shorter than when I was a kid. So, if the positions were reversed, would Nat recognize me now? It would be like one of those photofits that you see on the TV, where they age people who have gone missing. You take a look at the photofit and you can kind of recognize the original person in there. But if you saw them in a crowded place, would you really be able to spot them?

      I couldn’t be sure, and anyway it was ridiculous. Nat died three years ago, I was there. It must have been my mind playing tricks on me. I’d been alone in this dark corridor too long. I was scared, disorientated and exhausted. No, it wasn’t the sight of the person that was with Mum that made me think that it was Nat, it was not a visual recognition.

      Nat and I were twins and we’d always had a connection. The day I saw Nat carried away in the ambulance, that connection had been broken, like a laptop losing a wireless signal and desperately trying to reconnect. When Nat died, the signal died. I couldn’t be sure who it was outside those doors with Mum. One thing I did know with complete certainty though: when I spotted that person with Mum in the distance, something very strange happened. For the briefest moment, that connection came back online.

      

      Twins

      

      I can’t quite remember when I started having difficulties at school. After Nat’s funeral, Mum and Dad were keen to get everything back to normal. Of course, there was no normal anymore, not without Nat. It hit me hardest, I think. I may be wrong, but seen through my thirteen-year-old eyes, everybody else seemed to adjust more quickly.

      I suppose you can’t cry all the time. At some point you have to get back to the things you did before the death, even though you carry that empty feeling inside you. I knew Mum and Dad were sad, but it was hidden by the routines of daily life: piling dirty washing into the machine, putting the used plates into the dishwasher, cutting the grass and weeding the flower beds. Trivial, stupid things force grief aside and demand to be done. And so it was in our house.

      But I was struggling. I can only describe it as searching for a signal. That’s how it felt without Nat. When Nat had been around I’d been fine, I felt perfectly okay. But when Nat died, I was left searching desperately for something that wasn’t there anymore.

      I know all twins will tell you that. They’re incredibly close, they sometimes know what the other twin is thinking and feeling. Amazing how humans work. But this was different, it wasn’t just about closeness. I didn’t have the words to explain it at the time. Now I do. It really was as if we were fused in some way, locked together, dependent. Symbiotic is the word I found in the online dictionary, it describes it perfectly. And so when Nat died, it wasn’t so much one death, it was more like two.

      

      Trouble at school

      

      I had real trouble adjusting to life without Nat. They handled me with kid gloves at school. Or at least for a while they did, but like washing plates and cutting grass, real life has a habit of getting in the way. In a class of twenty teenagers there was only so long I had to get over Nat. The reality was that they needed me fully functioning as soon as possible. In a busy classroom you can’t put up with a problem child for ever.

      To be honest, I didn’t cope with it very well at all. It wasn’t only sadness, loss and grief. I couldn’t articulate it. I thought it was what everybody else in the family was going through too, but now I see that all the time I was desperate to re-establish a connection – I needed to get that connection back with Nat and I’d be fine.

      Sometimes it would drive me mad. So, if other kids caught me at the wrong time, I’d go crazy with them. A bit of stupid teasing, some playful pushing, a daft comment. Sometimes, when I was struggling with my disconnection with Nat, I would lash out for no reason.

      Then the hushed conversations began. Mum and Dad were being called in after school to chat with my class teacher. When it got really serious the head teacher was involved and Mum and Dad were having those conversations during the working day. And before I knew it, I was being introduced to a man with an unusual tie, called Doctor Pierce.

      

      The holiday itinerary

      

      I wasn’t particularly bothered by that logo at the time because I was more interested in the details of the holiday. It made no difference to me, but it had to be taken in term-time. That was okay for us because Harriet could skip nursery and David would be able to come out of school for a week. Mum and Dad had pulled this one off before, and so long as you called it an educational visit and made a big thing of the incredible learning experiences involved, the head teacher usually let you get away with it. Mum and Dad didn’t bother mentioning the long morning lie-ins, the evening DVDs and the trips to our favourite burger restaurant. Always best to miss those bits out when talking to the head teacher.

      We seemed to be free to do as we pleased for most of the time. But they were very insistent about that trip to the bunker. In fact, although it was written in a really cheery way, it was made clear that if we didn’t make that bunker visit, there would be a penalty to pay. I scanned words such as ‘publicity opportunity’, ‘sponsor involvement’ and ‘extra spending money’ – enough to know that if there was one thing that had to happen on this holiday, it was getting to that bunker at the appointed time.
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      Jigsaw

      

      There were three pieces that didn’t quite fit in this jigsaw. Yes, they were part of the overall picture, but they felt as if they’d been taken out of another set. Why did I remember Nat moving, for instance? That image didn’t belong in this picture. Nat died, I was there at the funeral. It was the way it happened that made me remember it. I know now that when people die it’s not like it usually happens on TV. It can be slower than that in real life, it takes more time. It’s actually quite hard for people to die, particularly if you’re trying to kill them.

      People die of all sorts of crazy things every day. It’s all there on the internet. I did say that home education is nothing like school. I have plenty of time to research this stuff. They slip on ice, choke on toast or even laugh themselves to death, but to purposefully kill them is quite hard. So it was perfectly possible that Nat could have moved after being hit by the black car.

      After death occurs, there’s a period called clinical death where it may be possible for a person to be revived. Nat was pronounced dead at the scene of the accident, even though the body was still taken away in the ambulance. The blood on my clothes was certainly for real and Nat was completely still in the road as the paramedics scurried around doing their best to save another life. I didn’t really know what death looked like, but even to my thirteen-year-old self, Nat looked dead.

      The adults were all talking and busy. Mum was being comforted by a police officer and I was chatting to an ambulance man, close enough to see what was going on.

      From nowhere, a man joined the huddle of medical staff around Nat’s body. He showed them some sort of card, I’m guessing that it must have been identification. Whatever it was, they jumped at it and it was clear even to me that he was now in charge.

      In the second that they were distracted by his arrival, he did something to Nat. I couldn’t see clearly but it looked as if he was giving an injection. Nat’s body didn’t do anything immediately, in fact I only saw the movement as it was being lifted into the ambulance.

      It could have been anything, of course. I have no knowledge of medical procedures and he certainly looked as if he knew what he was doing. But it was surprising that this man was the same person who had distracted Mum immediately before Nat’s accident.

      

      Meeting Doctor Pierce

      

      When you’re a kid, you’re introduced to all sorts of adults and people in authority and you’re expected to accept it as a normal part of life. Yet, at school, at home and even in TV programmes, you’re warned constantly about stranger danger. What’s a kid supposed to think? One minute I was being told that I had to see this doctor I really didn’t like, then the next minute I was being told to alert a responsible adult if someone talked to me and it made me feel uncomfortable. Well, that’s exactly how Doctor Pierce made me feel. In fact, uncomfortable wasn’t the word for it.

      It wasn’t because I was frightened of him or anything like that. It was just that he had real problems communicating with children. He was so intelligent and high flying that I really struggled to relate to him.

      And that tie of his, what was that all about? I never really listened to what he was saying because I was watching it all the time. The metallic quality of that logo was really unusual. It seemed to have a life of its own, reflecting colours that weren’t even in the room.

      Or at least I’d noticed that whenever I was anywhere near him that was what happened.

      

      The day of the visit

      

      It was pretty amusing on the day of the visit to the bunker. In fact, if I never saw my family again – and it wasn’t long before I had to consider that possibility – it was a nice final day together.

      Mum was so funny. She got a real bee in her bonnet about us being tidy if the holiday people were going to take a publicity photograph of us all. Dad was a bit stressed too. We all knew money was tight, but that extra spending money we were due to pick up, well, anybody would have thought it was the Holy Grail we were collecting.

      Dad was determined to get there on time and bank the extra cash. It was one of those scenes of family chaos where Mum was trying to get us decent and ready at a certain time, Harriet was rebelling by spilling juice all over herself five minutes before we went out and Dad was doing a big countdown to leaving the house to make sure none of us got distracted by our tech.

      The only problem was, we didn’t have an internet connection in our holiday house. Can you believe that? Who doesn’t have a broadband connection these days? Apparently some rural areas in southern Scotland don’t. Give me city life any day. So it was fair to say that we were all desperate to get connected. They had free wireless at the bunker. Civilization at last.

      Mum and Dad refused to take all of our tech, they were too embarrassed, so the deal was – as we were guests on this visit – that we’d take Mum’s laptop and my phone and have five minutes catch-up time in the café.

      That’s why Mum got caught outside the doors when the darkness came. It was tech time and we’d left my phone and Mum’s laptop in the car.

      

      Calibration

      

      The woman was sitting uneasily on the low hessian-covered chair. It was a small concession to comfort, though they both knew that comfort was not going to be a primary concern in what happened next. The doctor moved over to the computer and began to make hand gestures on the screen. This was advanced technology, recognizable for what it was – screens, speakers, camera, tech hubs – yet somehow unfamiliar.

      As he moved his hands, there was a faint, pulsating glow beneath the skin on the woman’s neck. It was where the device had entered her body only minutes before. Whatever it was, it was receiving some signal from the equipment in that room. She could barely feel it, it brought no pain or discomfort, but she knew something was going on. The doctor never spoke to her while all of this was happening. He didn’t offer words of reassurance or explanation as you might expect from a medical professional.

      The woman had experienced all different types of doctor in her lifetime – friendly, brash, superior, calming – but never one like this. This man made no effort to establish a rapport or demonstrate an appropriate bedside manner.

      If she had to describe how he made her feel, she’d probably say, ‘uncomfortable’.
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      Underground

      

      After all the mayhem, we did actually get to the bunker in time. At first, we were disappointed. When Mum and Dad had been talking about cold war bunkers and nuclear proliferation I’d conjured up all sorts of images of an imposing military base surrounded by barbed wire and missiles. Okay, I knew this was disused and now a visitor attraction, but it had the appearance of a boring cottage from the outside, with a few suggestions of possible military use as you drove up to the car park.

      I don’t know what it is about government buildings, but they definitely have a look and a feel about them. They’re well-built and robust, plain and functional. That’s how I’d describe the cottage. For all intents and purposes it was a regular cottage, but the guttering was metal, not plastic, the fence posts were concrete and nothing was done for decoration. The land surrounding the cottage was scattered with man-made knolls, some of which had aerials and dishes perched on them, others looked like ventilation outlets. It was a rural and hilly area, with a mobile-phone mast close by and lines of pylons dotted along the horizon.

      It became immediately clear from a map outside the main entrance that this was only the shop and ticket-buying area, the real secret bunker was concealed deep beneath the ground.

      Our sheer excitement at the adventure that awaited us beyond the ticket desk distracted us from the fact that our hosts had not turned up. As we were handed our free tickets there was a message waiting for us apologizing for the delay and asking us to go ahead and look around the bunker. We’d be joined in the café in about one hour’s time. By somebody with the surname Pierce.

      

      A sudden sound

      

      My anxiety had taken over again and I wasn’t really thinking now about what happened before I lost sight of Mum. I was really hungry and considered making my way along the corridor again. I’d tried calling out to Dad, but my cries were returned to me as an echo. Why couldn’t they hear me? They weren’t that far away. And what the devil was going on outside the bunker?

      Mum had been caught on the other side of the closing blast doors – there was no way she could get through those. The sign outside said they weighed three tonnes. When the alarms sounded, they’d closed automatically. Funny that. They looked as if they were manually operated, they had handles on them the same as the ones that you see in submarines, the type you have to turn several times to open and close.

      I thought that most places had emergency lights that went on when there was a power cut. My mind started to race with all the different scenarios and possibilities. The simple fact was, I didn’t know what was going on. I tried to get up and walk along the corridor one more time but I soon gave up. It was so dark. If only I could hear somebody or something I’d have a destination to aim for. If I couldn’t hear Dad he must have made it past the next set of doors before they shut – if I moved forward I’d hit a dead end.

      Suddenly, out of the silence and blackness I heard the faint hum of electricity, as if somebody had turned the power back on.

      

      The other pieces

      

      Three years on, and I was still sure of what I’d seen. But as a thirteen-year-old child you receive the world as it’s presented to you by adults. Nat was dead, Mum and Dad were distraught and there’d been a funeral. It must be so. Only I knew what I’d seen. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew it had happened.

      And what about that man who’d distracted Mum? Was it a coincidence that he was there at that time? In films, if somebody has a heart attack on a plane they always ask for a doctor. There’s usually one on board. So was this a happy coincidence?

      As a thirteen-year-old I was unsure. My sixteen-year-old self was definite that it was no coincidence. And there was one thing I knew with complete certainty about that day. Again, it was a feeling in the moment, an instant of understanding, vision and acceptance. As I’d stepped forward with Nat, then moved back to examine that coin on the ground, I’d looked up. A black car was coming at us at speed, but Nat hadn’t seen it. I saw the eyes of the driver. This was no driver error, no careless steering or momentary lapse of concentration. He was looking at me directly in the eyes and the car was being aimed straight at us.
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      Concealed

      

      The secret bunker was amazing. I was at that age where I could often take or leave Mum and Dad’s days out, but this one captivated the entire family.

      There was nothing ornate or subtle about the place. It was a massive concrete bunker buried a hundred feet under the ground. You reached it via a 450-foot sloping tunnel, accessed through the cottage. There were offices, control rooms, dormitories and bathrooms. There was a chapel and even a radio studio. I hadn’t a clue why anybody would want to hear a DJ playing tunes after a nuclear apocalypse, but Dad said that radio would be used to transmit important messages from the government in the event of an emergency. I think I’d prefer the DJ.

      We found what must have been a mini cinema on our explorations, and inside they were showing cold-war films in black and white. Part of me wanted to laugh at them, but another part of me knew how deadly serious they were. They were explaining what to do in case of a nuclear attack. Men with posh voices used phrases such as ‘duck and cover’ and ‘protect and survive’ and you’d see old-fashioned school children practising what to do when the bomb went off. Later, when I looked back on everything, I was struck by how ominous the sound of the sirens had been in those old films.

      

      Twenty-four hours after the darkness

      

      It was only a faint hum at first, and I could feel it as much as see it, because with the noise came a small vibration through the floor. Whatever was creating it must be big and powerful – or extremely close – as I was feeling it through a thick wall of concrete. It was building slowly and it didn’t feel to me like a generator. It wasn’t a sound I’d ever heard before.

      Still, that wretched darkness though. I’d had a sudden leap of hope when the humming had started, expecting the lights to come on and everything to be resolved. What I’d give for this all to be sorted. Then the humming altered pitch, as if somebody had changed the gears of a car. It had an urgency now and for the first time I got the strange sensation that something was changing around me.

      The lights came on, dazzling me. I was used to the blackness and was now immersed in bright light. As my eyes struggled to adjust, I looked up to see that the long corridor appeared to have undergone a complete transformation.

      I didn’t have time to question that. Three figures wearing virus protection suits were running towards me and, as they did so, the small red lights from the laser targeting on their weapons came to rest in unison on my forehead.
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      Revelation

      

      I’d never had a single gun pointed directly at me before, let alone three, and it isn’t something I’d recommend. On TV, people wave guns around as if they’re toys. Right then it was terrifying having these three red dots directly above my eyes and knowing that at any second it could all be over for me. But were these guns, though? If so, they were weapons that belonged to a science fiction world rather than the twenty-first century.

      It didn’t help that these guys were dressed in bright yellow virus suits – there was no missing them, that was for sure. I’m no expert, but I knew that couldn’t be a good thing for me. They were completely sealed off from head to toe. As the three figures got closer I could see I was being approached by two women and a man, each looking deadly serious, intent but concerned. That was a considerable improvement on hostile, but I’d still rather those laser dots weren’t trained directly on me.

      And what had happened to this corridor? Before the doors closed and the lights went out it had just been a gloomy, concrete-lined passageway. Was I unconscious for a while? Had I fallen asleep? Did somebody move me? No, I could tell this was the same place, the same long corridor, but before the lights went on it had completely changed. It was as if a team from one of those TV decorating programmes popped in while the lights were off and gave it a total makeover. Only it looked like nothing I’d ever seen before. Let’s put it this way, it belonged more to the realms of imagination and fantasy than a cold war bunker in southern Scotland.

      Either I’d passed out for a while, or this was what I’d thought was the vibration of the power coming back on. What I’d believed to be movement in the building must have been this internal transformation taking place. Gone were the grubby, cold, concrete walls, to be replaced by light plastic and metal. It looked like the interior of a space station in some science fiction film.

      I should have concentrated on the three figures approaching me. One of the women had pressed the trigger on her weapon. A ray struck my head and my thoughts stopped dead.

      

      The missing host

      

      Needless to say, the Tracy family visit to the bunker was a huge success. I’d seen it on adverts many times, but in this case the slogan was true. There really was something for everyone here.

      It was on an astonishing scale. Rooms and corridors the size of a football pitch over two levels is quite some feat. When you’re walking along that rabbit warren of passageways with no natural light, you understand what an amazing structure it is and how much concrete they must have used. They certainly wouldn’t have mixed all that by hand.

      Had there been a nuclear attack, life could have continued here virtually as normal. Everybody would have had a job, of course, and the control room was where all activity would have been focused. We had a good hour looking around until Mum reminded us that we were due to meet our hosts in the café area on the top level.

      We’d been shushed quite a lot as we walked around the bunker. Harriet and David loved the long corridors and used them as an opportunity to go running off into the distance, then charging back at Mum and Dad. I couldn’t be completely certain, but I was sure I was sensing hostility from the other adults in the building. I didn’t know why, as this was a tourist attraction, it wasn’t as if we were in a church or someone’s office or anything like that. But I did wonder why there were no other children there except for us.

      

      The jigsaw puzzle

      

      The black car had been driving directly at us. There was no mistaking something like that. I was equally sure that I had seen Nat moving. And I knew that Mum had been distracted by that man, the one who went to help Nat. Was he helping Nat? The paramedics accepted his authority, they knew exactly who he was. Or maybe they didn’t know him, but they understood and acknowledged his position. There was no challenge or argument from them, no resistance at all.

      Three parts of a jigsaw puzzle that didn’t quite fit. As if they belonged somewhere else, pieces of another puzzle. I’d been troubled by this for three years now. But when you know your twin is dead, when you’ve learned to accept it, because all the evidence confirms it, there’s not much you can do about it.

      Unresolved issues never go away. As humans, we need closure, we can’t just forget things. Life would be much easier if we could delete sections of our memory that are no longer required. So, although I couldn’t do anything about them, those memories troubled me.

      But in the events that followed in the secret bunker, I was going to get all the answers I needed.
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      Revival

      

      I didn’t recall anything between the weapon going off and waking up in the medical area. I had no idea how long I was out – asleep, knocked out, unconscious or whatever it was, but it must at least have been overnight because I felt well rested after the gruelling events I’d experienced alone in that corridor. It didn’t hurt, so that was a relief. Maybe they weren’t weapons after all if I was there, healthy and unhurt.

      My mind was feeling a little fuzzy – no worse than having to wake up on any other day, mind you – but it quickly accelerated from zero to a hundred miles an hour. So many questions: what was going on here … what happened to the bunker … who were those people who came out to get me in the corridor … why were they wearing virus suits … but most important of all, where was my family?

      The room was well lit and more hi-tech than anything I’d ever seen. It was clearly a space for medical purposes, but everywhere were data screens. It was like nothing I’d ever seen in a regular hospital. No sinister metal instruments of torture set out on trays, no boxes of pills or bottles of medicines. And no syringes anywhere, which is always a good thing. Everything in that room seemed to happen electronically. I was alone, but I saw that I was being monitored on a camera which was pointing directly at me.

      I was comfortable and warm and not in any immediate danger. In spite of all my questions I could only assume that whatever was going on wasn’t a threat to me. I also hoped it meant Dad, Harriet and David were on the receiving end of the same treatment. I was desperate to see them.

      And what about Mum? If those guys came out into the corridor in virus protection clothing, what the heck was going on beyond the bunker doors? And what did that mean for Mum who was trapped outside?

      

      Waiting

      

      I’d assumed there were no other children in the bunker because we were there during term-time. But that only excluded families with school-age children. What about those with toddlers? It was unusual not to see any other children. But that wasn’t the only thing. There didn’t seem to be any couples in the bunker. There were men and women of different ages, but none of them seemed to be together. It was as if it was an open day for childless and friendless people. There were plenty of people visiting the bunker. I’d even go as far to say that it was quite busy. But none of them seemed connected – and here’s the other thing that struck me. Most of them weren’t engaged in the exhibits in the same way that we were. It was almost as if they were hanging around waiting for something to happen.

      

      Control room

      

      The terminal was active now, and all was as it had been during the training. The location was different, much more modern than that grey and functional building he’d entered earlier. But this was exactly how they said it would be. He’d trained alone, in isolation. There were no colleagues to laugh and joke with, it was important that each person knew their role completely.

      His work station was a replica of what he’d had at the orientation centre. Everything was identical, including the framed photograph of his family. He’d been trained thoroughly and precisely, so he knew exactly what to do and when to do it. He understood that his instructions would arrive at the appointed time.

      All was as it should be, except for the long delay activating the lighting. He couldn’t help worrying about Trudie and the kids. They said his family would be okay on the outside. It would only be for a limited time, they said. And he didn’t really have a choice. No families was the strict policy on this mission. So long as they were in their home when the darkness fell, they’d be okay.

      

      Outside

      

      The darkness began at 15:00 BST on 15 May. It was undetectable at first, as if the weather had changed for the worse and the skies were going grey. Only this was a pattern that was occurring everywhere. It had been preceded by high winds and extreme atmospheric conditions. It was the sort of weather that grounded planes and stopped ships setting off to sea. This was a global phenomenon. The same forecast covered the entire planet. It appeared that somebody wanted as much of the world as possible locked up safely at home.
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      Kate

      

      While I was thinking about Mum and what might have happened to her, a screen in front of my bed jumped into life and positioned itself directly in my view. At a perfect focal distance. Very clever. A face appeared on the screen.

      ‘Hello, Dan,’ said an official-looking woman on the screen. ‘I’m sorry if we worried you.’

      ‘That’s fine,’ I replied. ‘But what’s going on? And where is my family?’

      ‘Sorry, Dan, there’s a lot to explain. Would you prefer to get some food first, then I can brief you fully on what’s been happening?’

      I was starving and I’m never very good on an empty stomach. The thought of sitting down with a plate of decent food and getting some answers is what I needed right then. But I wanted to know about my family first.

      ‘Where’s Dad? He must still be here with David and Harriet. Is this the same bunker or have I been moved?’

      ‘Dan, your dad and your brother and sister are fine, but I’m afraid we can’t let you see them yet. You’re in a classified military area and we have to follow certain protocols. But let me assure you, they’re absolutely fine.’

      ‘And my mum?’

      The face on the screen changed slightly. She tried to hide it, but I could see she was suddenly concerned. I’d caught her out. She wasn’t expecting that question.

      ‘Dan, were you with somebody else when you got caught in the bunker – other than your brother and sister, and your dad?’

      ‘Yes. My mum.’

      I was worried now and I didn’t like the look on her face. She was referring to somebody off-screen, as if she hoped they’d give her an answer. It didn’t feel like it was going to be good news.

      ‘Dan, there was nobody else inside the bunker when the doors closed. Where was she?’

      ‘She was outside, running towards the blast doors.’

      ‘Oh,’ was the only word that she uttered.

      

      Recruited

      

      He was surprised when the recruitment call came. He was ex-military, struggling to return to civilian life. It’s a big change when you leave the army. One minute you’re in a foreign country being shot at, verbally abused and fearing for your own life and the lives of your colleagues. The next you’ve been made redundant and your military life is over. The routines, the discipline, the friendship. It takes some adjusting to.

      It had only been three weeks when the call came, but he was ready for it. A few trips to the job centre and he’d known that civilian life was going to be a struggle. How can you be a waiter in a pizza restaurant when only a few weeks ago you were dodging sniper bullets and trying not to step on a landmine? When they contacted him he was eager to get involved. It was almost as if they’d been waiting for him. They asked him to sign up – he was desperate to get back in action, there was no way he was saying no. Trudie would understand. And at least there was no danger. Or that’s how it had looked at the time.

      

      Anticipation

      

      Uncomfortable is not a good word to use to describe the person who’s responsible for medical procedures, especially if they involve you and your body.

      But the woman had not really had a choice. When they put it the way they did, what else could she do? If it was your family, wouldn’t you be able to make tough decisions if it meant them being okay? And this didn’t seem too bad, it certainly hadn’t hurt at all. She’d had more discomfort from a filling at the dentist. Only once you’d had a filling it was all over and done with. And if you went easy on the sweets and fizzy drinks, you could even avoid it happening again if you really wanted to.

      But she had a feeling that sitting there in that office, having that thing, whatever it was, placed into her body … she had a feeling that this was the easy bit.

      

      Orb

      

      Although the darkness had the appearance of an accelerated nightfall, if viewed from space it would have looked much more startling. This had nothing to do with the sun and the light it cast over the Earth at certain times of day, depending on where you were in the world. This blackness fell over the entire planet.

      From space you would have seen no land, no sea, no mountains or clouds. You would have observed those familiar forms slowly darkening, until completely obscured by blackness. Nothing, only an orb of darkness, and no signs of life.
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      Normality

      

      The woman was called Kate and although I couldn’t get over my concern about Mum – and my eagerness to see Dad, Harriet and David – I liked her and I felt safe in her company. It was the security of being with someone who knew what was going on.

      I had a thousand questions to ask and I wanted to get the answers right then, but I was trying to stay calm and sensible. I knew that if it all came pouring out the way I’d like it to, we’d get nowhere.

      Throughout the building was a sense of urgency and purpose. Nobody was saying anything, there were no alarms sounding, it was just people getting on with their work. They seemed to have been trained for this moment. They knew exactly what they were doing.

      And there was another funny thing: all of these people were in the bunker when we were visiting as a family. They were the same people who’d appeared to be surprised at our presence there. Twenty-four hours earlier they’d seemed to be in the wrong place. Now it was clear that they were all in the bunker for the same reason. They had jobs to do. I wasn’t even sure they knew each other before this all happened. They were working together, but there was no easy chat or sense of familiarity. They seemed bound now by a common sense of purpose, by work and activities that they all understood. They’d all been trained for this. They were expecting it to happen.

      

      The military approach

      

      He looked at the picture of Trudie and the kids, then placed it to one side. As a military man, he knew how this worked. Focus on the job and get through it. He’d been away from the family for six months at a time before. They were used to it. They didn’t like it, of course. Who would? So, one month away from home – and in the same country? That was a luxury compared to a tour of duty.

      Was it working for the military? It seemed very similar, although it was probably safer to say it was a government job. The routines were the same as the army. The Official Secrets Act and all that. The biggest difference was that you weren’t a unit. In fact, he hadn’t met anybody connected with this mission yet.

      First it was the training. In isolation. He’d felt bad about lying to Trudie, but she knew the score. It was no different to having to keep quiet about military operations abroad. Every part of him wanted to share this stuff with her. After all, they were husband and wife, weren’t they? But he’d told her he’d had to go away for a week to an assessment centre for a new job.

      She didn’t ask too many questions. Just what you’d expect: where is it? who is it with? and how long are you away? She was used to being on her own with the kids, it would be the same as life in the army again. Only without the constant worry that there might be a knock at the door from someone bearing bad news.

      The training had been like old times for him: a functional government building, a purposeful regime and perfunctory relationships with your superiors. Except for that doctor who seemed to be in charge. This man certainly knew his stuff when it came to the tech they were using. But he was an odd one. He’d really felt uncomfortable whenever this guy was around.

      Each person was trained on their own via simulations so they would know exactly what to do when all the elements were placed together. He missed the laughs with his colleagues – it was very different to the training he’d had in the military, where they’d acted as a unit under central command. It was like no single person was supposed to know exactly what was going on.

      

      Activation process

      

      If this was the easy bit, she might as well relax and get on with it. She’d had enough experience at work to know that you should take one thing at a time. No point worrying about next week, focus on what’s happening now. Whatever was going on with those screens, it must have been connected with this thing inside her. They wouldn’t tell her what it was, only that it was mission critical and non-permanent. How reassuring. When he talked about mission she hadn’t a clue what it was. Only that she had no choice but to get involved and play her part.

      It was similar to her short stint in the army before she met Mike. Following orders, doing what you’re told, never asking questions. It hadn’t really worked out for her then so it was almost a relief when redundancy came. It was one of the shortest military careers in history. Long enough to get a feel for it, not long enough to see any real action. Except for the one mission, the one that changed everything.

      She wasn’t really the trusting-authority type. Look at how they’d home educated Dan. Most people don’t even know that’s possible. They follow the rules, do what everybody else does. And taking David out of school during term-time. Okay, these weren’t the crimes of the century, but she had a natural aversion to doing what she was told. Except when the lives of her family were being threatened.

      

      Relays

      

      Satellites were relaying the images back to Earth. They were appearing on PC screens but there was no one awake to watch them. If they could have seen them, they would have wondered how this could have happened. An entire planet plunged into darkness. The light of the sun was making no impact on that blackness whatsoever, the whole planet was encrusted in a solid, black shroud.

      The light shone behind it, similar to a full eclipse. It looked so still and calm from space, but on the planet surface hell had been let loose.
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      Familiarity

      

      I got a strange sensation as I walked through the bunker. I could recall enough of my tour over forty hours earlier to know that the basic shape and layout had been preserved. For instance, when I exited the medical area I could tell it was in the same position because the chapel was directly opposite as I stepped outside.

      Everything was exactly where it should be. But it was like a scene change in a play, as if somebody had come on stage while we weren’t looking and made the place look completely different. It was so modern and high-tech now.

      If you’d taken the basic concept of the original cold war bunker, redesigned it for two hundred years in the future, that was what I was looking at now. It was light and bright, the air was fresh and dry, and all of the old-fashioned equipment, posters, wiring, pipework and paintwork had gone.

      Whatever had happened here, it was like no technology that I recognized. And believe me, I know my tech. It had transformed the inside of the bunker, but it did so without a single builder, plumber or electrician. Which was probably a good thing if the ones we used at home were anything to go by.

      Kate and I were sitting in what was previously – only hours earlier – a fairly basic café. It was where we were supposed to have met our hosts, though we never made it in the end. We’d been on our way when David and I remembered the laptop deal we’d done with Mum and Dad earlier: five minutes each on Mum’s laptop using the free wireless connection in the café.

      So, instead of making directly for the café, Mum had left us all with Dad near the entrance while she headed back to the car to grab the laptop. And my phone. I’d left that in the back of the car too. If we were near the entrance, we’d see our hosts when they entered the bunker. It had seemed like a good strategy at the time.

      She’d only been gone a few minutes when the sirens sounded. At first we thought it was something to do with the secret bunker visitor experience. A bit of novelty for the tourists perhaps. But it was clear this was for real. The sirens were outside, for starters. Previously we’d only heard them on the cold-war films showing in the cinema area. Lights were flashing red throughout the corridors. Loudspeakers were announcing: ‘All personnel operational. This is not a drill.’

      That was when Dad knew it was for real, at about the same time as the bunker doors began to close. It was when he tried to take us deeper into the building. It must have been instinctive – the bunker could offer protection from whatever was going on outside. And that was when I last saw Mum and that terrible black sky.

      There were so many questions I wanted the answer to. Sitting with Kate was an opportunity to get things straight. Before the darkness the café had been decorated cold-war style. Now it was still basic and functional, but fresher and much more modern in appearance. And the food looked great. So I sat down with Kate, tucked into my grub and waited for her to begin.

      

      Forgotten

      

      The procedure seemed to be over. The doctor had made a few final brisk swishes of his hands across the screens and they shut down. His manner told her this was not the time to be asking questions. Particularly questions such as, what happens next? or how will I know when it’s time? Besides, she wouldn’t remember any of this until the device was reactivated.

      The doctor moved to another console on his desk and quickly tapped a few areas – it seemed he’d done this many times before. There was a slight glowing pulse from the device buried in her neck. Instantly, painlessly, her mind went blank.

      She would have no recollection of these events. She’d be transported to a local hospital where she’d be placed overnight in a ward. The staff would be confused by her arrival until the man accompanying her showed them some identification. Their acceptance of his authority would be immediate, there’d be no questions, no arguments, only a complete and thorough execution of his instructions.

      Once placed in the bed, the device in her neck would pulse gently, unnoticed by the hospital staff. As suddenly as her memories disappeared, they would return again, only they would not be complete. Now they would be made up only of selective recollections. Virtually everything would remain intact – she would recall everything about her life, her childhood, her family – everything would still be there. Only details of the arrangement with the doctor and his organization had been suppressed. They were not needed right now. They might be recalled later, but for now all she would know is that she had woken up in hospital after fainting while giving blood.

      Her husband would be on his way. For the man who’d brought her there this was over for now. Without speaking to the woman or the hospital staff, he left the building. Only he knew that he had been in this hospital, with this woman, three years before. Nobody even noticed him driving off in the black car.

      

      Tranquillity

      

      Earth looked so calm from space, but within the darkness, there was inevitable devastation. This was unavoidable.

      Planes started to drop from the skies, their pilots so surprised they barely had time to register what was going on before they were overcome by the blackness. Vehicles hurtled off roads, trains failed to stop when they reached their destinations and ships sailed on aimlessly at sea. All over the planet there was death, destruction, carnage.

      It had to be this way. In spite of attempts to protect humanity, hundreds of thousands, maybe even millions of lives were lost that day.

      There was really only one thing that could have made this the preferable option. And that was preventing the annihilation of all human life.

      

      On screen

      

      He was thinking about Trudie again. Unseen by him, there was a faint, pulsing glow from a device that had been placed in his neck. As if recalling a memory locked deep in his mind, he suddenly knew what to do. He had received instructions from another place. He had been trained for this. The work station and the equipment were familiar to him.

      He was not aware of what had happened – it was not painful, there was no sensation at all. It was the seamless fusion of thoughts that were not his own with his own consciousness. He couldn’t even tell that it was happening. He knew however that he must activate his screen and check the outside perimeter of the bunker. This was simply a routine activity, since at this stage of the operation all life on the surface of the Earth would have been placed into stasis. He didn’t question or challenge this, he just knew it to be so. He now had to perform this routine security operation. Standard military procedures. Secure the perimeter. He didn’t expect there to be anything on the screen. After all, how could there be? The only life on the planet was in this bunker. This was the base from which the entire operation was to be managed. It was impossible to avoid the effects of the darkness. All life had been subsumed by its force.

      So why was it that there were two human life forms showing up on the screen and they were outside the main blast doors?
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      New home

      

      I wasn’t sure if the food really was amazing or whether I was so ready to eat I’d gobble up anything at that moment. I was just as ready to devour the information that Kate was about to give me. I decided to eat and listen.

      Sometimes, there’s so much you want to know that the only way to satisfy your thirst for the knowledge would be to dump that information directly into your brain. That’s not possible yet, though I’m sure somebody in Silicon Valley will figure it out one day. So I let Kate talk, enjoyed my food and resisted the urge to interrupt and take her off at a tangent. And let me assure you, that was a real breakthrough for me.

      ‘I know you’re desperate to know what’s going on, Dan,’ she began, ‘and the best thing I can do is to work down the list in order of priority and try to reassure you as much as possible.’

      She was good at this. She took control, but not in a bossy way. She was kind and reassuring, and that was exactly what I needed. I remembered Dad talking in similar terms about somebody in HR he was dealing with when he left his job. Only his description ended with the words ‘Except he turned out to be a viper!’ Still, right then Kate was the best chance I had of moving forward. I’d reserve judgement on the viper bit.

      ‘The first thing I need to let you know is that your dad, brother and sister are absolutely fine. Nobody was hurt when the sirens went off. They were with us all the time in complete safety.’

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Three down, Mum to go, and then we were all accounted for.

      ‘I know you must be really worried about your mum, Dan. We didn’t know there was another member of your family, and I’m very sorry, but we don’t have enough information to be able to tell you what happened to her.’

      The feeling of hope I’d had moments earlier suddenly subsided.

      ‘In fact, we were really fortunate to have found you, Dan. You’re a very lucky young man. It’s a good job your dad was able to let us know your exact whereabouts after the lights came on.’

      Somehow, I wasn’t feeling very lucky. Lucky is when a visiting relative draws a tenner out of their pocket and gives it to you as a gift, no strings attached. Lucky is finding that your brother and sister – and mum and dad come to that – have managed to leave that last chocolate biscuit in the fridge for you. Lucky is not getting to spend twenty-four hours alone in complete darkness in the entrance of a cold war bunker. And having to pee in the corner too. I hoped they didn’t have night vision on the security cameras. Lucky is not having to watch your mum disappear as sirens wail for some crisis outside and the only doors that might offer her sanctuary are going to close tight before she can reach them. I kept my thoughts to myself, but I certainly wasn’t feeling very lucky.
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