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I’ve been lying to myself, she realized as the horror of her actions threatened to overwhelm her. 

All these years I promised I’d never do it. Then the moment arrives, the make-believe scenario that none of them believed would ever come, and routine was simply too powerful to resist. With a simple word, she thought, I betrayed myself and destroyed the world.

Major Susan Rivera stared down at the austere gray console board, dozens of lights enthusiastically and cheerfully blinking at her. She was surprisingly calm. The indicator lights were all a sickeningly green tone, and she imagined if she vomited now, the color would complement those lights nicely.

Why, she wondered, but more importantly, how? She had kept a secret deep in her heart most of her career. Susan had determined that if the time ever came to rain down fire upon the earth, she wouldn’t participate, she wouldn’t fight back. She decided long ago that if called upon to launch her missiles, she would refuse, allowing the country she loved to be obliterated. Better for one nation and its people to be destroyed than the entire planet, she’d reasoned after years of agonizing soul searching. She didn't see her decision as betrayal, but as a courage born of selfless conviction.

The decision had given her peace and allowed her to do her job. Never did she actually believe it would ever come to this.

“Twelve birds away, ma’am,” said Lieutenant Jacobs excitedly, typing on his keyboard. “Running confirmations now.”

It had all happened so fast. They had practiced the drill thousands of times before and when it happened for real, Susan’s brain and body responded without conscious thought. She authenticated the message. She turned her key. She pushed the button to launch her missiles. A single instance of inefficiency on her part in any step would have been sufficient to stop the launch.

Where are my convictions now that millions burn at my hand?

Susan was shaken from her thoughts by a subtle change in Lieutenant Jacobs’ attitude. They had grown close over the last few years working in the launch tube together and were sensitive to each other’s mood and feelings. She turned to see him frowning down at the computer terminal. 

“Ma’am," Jacobs said with a frown, "the confirmation checks actually show we’ve only launched eleven of the birds. Number Eight’s still sitting in the silo.”

“Run diagnostics,” she said automatically. Her voice sounded calm and confident to her ears. That was good. She didn't want Jacobs to know how close she was to losing control of herself.

She looked around the small gray vault of a room. There was nothing appealing about the hard edges, tomblike construction, or cold surfaces, but she found it all oddly comfortable. This room was closer to who she was and more a home than the lonely and cold apartment where she slept, ate microwave meals, and stored her stuff.

Part of her wanted to retreat into the fantasy of believing this was simply another drill. It would be so easy. At some point, an authoritative voice would announce over the intercom that the drill was complete and tell them when and where to report for an after-action review.

Maybe that was exactly what was happening, she thought with a bright flash of hope. We've been getting soft, and command has decided to add an additional level of realism. It wouldn't be difficult for them to fake all of this. How would we know?

Jacobs swiveled his chair toward her with concern bordering on distress. “Ma’am, the diagnostics confirm we still have a bird in the silo. Computer says it’s a Code 23 Error.”

Great, a Code 23 Error, she thought. Systems Interface Malfunction. This was the computer program’s catch-all whenever it didn’t know what the hell was actually wrong. Susan often wondered why the programmers couldn’t have simply allowed the system to respond honestly in such cases. “Heck, I don’t know what’s wrong. We were designed by the lowest bidder, after all.” This would have been more apt and infinitely less frustrating.

Susan picked up the radio microphone and turned the knob to their assigned post-launch strategic command net. They could now break radio silence. “Stormchaser, Stormchaser, this is Raven’s Nest Five. SITREP follows, over.”

After a ten-second pause, Susan was about to repeat her call when a harried and frustrated voice answered, “Raven’s Nest Five, this is Stormchaser, go!” Susan could hear a considerable amount of voices and activity in the background.

“Stormchaser, we have a successful launch on eleven birds, but may have one still in the nest. We’re running contingency drills now.”

“Roger that, Raven Five, inform us of any change. Stormchaser out!”

Susan looked at the handset and the ominously dead line. Any launch failure during a drill was grounds for an internal command investigation. She had expected questions, guidance, yelling, anything. They had just launched eleven intercontinental ballistic missiles carrying over one hundred ten-megaton nuclear warheads and their higher headquarters response was preoccupation?

This is no drill. This is really happening.

Still, this response disturbed her. She would have appreciated some follow-up questions or guidance. Something. Anything. They weren't trained, or expected, to improvise.

Probably have a lot going on, Susan thought. Besides, this business is about redundancy. One bird doesn’t make much difference in the big scheme. Whether Sevastopol, Pyongyang, or Tehran was hit with ten kilotons instead of thirty is pretty much moot. Hell, we don't even know our missiles' targets; we could have just obliterated Rhode Island for all I know.

Susan stood up from her chair, startling Jacobs. The man jumped and let out a small scream. She turned to him with her hand out, “Easy, just going to check the outside display.” I’ll have to be careful now, she told herself. Anything out of the routine will make him nervous, especially after the reality of what is going on sinks in. She walked over to the intercom near the heavily sealed vault door and pressed the green ‘talk’ button.

“Sergeant Timmons, can you check your display out there and tell us what you’ve got?” she said into the intercom.

Timmons must have been standing on the other side of the door waiting, “Roger ma’am, one moment,” he answered immediately.

Susan looked around at their small vault. Although this place had always been comfortingly familiar to her, something about it was now menacing. She surveyed the room, but couldn't put her finger on the exact cause for her unease. Jacobs simply sat staring at the screen without moving. She suddenly felt a knot in her stomach. The launch had preempted breakfast. I'm not afraid, she told herself, only hungry.

Her thermos of coffee sat on the floor and she almost poured herself a cup, but decided that was a bad idea. Coffee always made her go pee and she didn’t want to leave Jacobs alone for even a few seconds. The lavatory was only a small enclosure within the vault, but it might as well be worlds away in this situation. She had a sudden mental flash of a wasp landing on her arm on a bright sunny day.

Danger is in the very air, a voice said in her head. Best thing to do is stay calm.

“Ma’am, the board shows bird eight still in the tube,” said Timmons through the intercom.

Susan nodded. “Yeah, that’s what we’ve got. Can you call the duty contractor and tell them to get down here right away?”

“Will do, ma’am,” answered the ever-efficient Timmons.

Not even a year ago there would have been a contractor on duty during the night shift and not just during the day. Hell, when she was a lieutenant, they didn’t have contractors at all. Trained airmen would have been able to fix the problem half awake and hung over. Times changed and budget cuts made it more difficult to destroy the world evidently. Susan sat back down, trying to calm herself. Looking at Jacobs certainly didn’t help.

“How you doing, Jacobs?” she asked in a voice that sounded to her own hears far too cheerful given the situation.

Jacobs started in his seat and then turned to her slowly as if his neck didn’t work properly. His face was normal, but his eyes were wide. “Where do you think those missiles went? Who did we just kill?”

“Don’t know,” answered Susan. “Don’t care,” she lied. “We did our job; now we have to keep doing our job. You know that. The shrinks told us this feeling would come; guilt is normal. Doesn’t mean we did anything wrong. We did our job. We saved the damn free world. We're real American heroes; probably get medals and promotions for this.”

Jacobs just stared at her. The knot in her stomach grew, and she was about to say something, anything to break that stare when Timmons' voice came over the intercom. 

“Ma’am, I talked to the duty contractor at his house.”

Relieved to be away from Jacobs’ strangeness, Susan went to the intercom and spoke in eagerly. “Is he coming down?”

“I don’t think so, ma’am," Timmons answered with a chuckle. "He kind of freaked out when I told him we had a hang fire. Said he damn well hoped we had eleven more hang fires. I told him we were good on the other eleven, just needed to fire the last one.” Timmons’ southern voice was so calm he could have been explaining the best way to noodle catfish back home.

“Is he coming?” Susan asked again, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice.

“That’s what I was trying to tell you, ma’am,” said Timmons. “He wigged out and dropped the phone. I heard him screaming for his family to get up and get in the car. I listened to the ruckus for several minutes, but he never came back on.”

Damn it, Susan thought. Think. When we were lieutenants, in the days before contractors, we were all cross-trained in everyone else’s job. The systems and technology are certainly more advanced, but maybe I can do something. 

For some inexplicable reason, now that she had fired eleven missiles, the most important thing in her existence was to finish the job and fire the last one. She knew this was ridiculous, but in for a penny, in for a pound, her mother had always said. Moving forward seemed the only safe route.

“Sergeant Timmons, I’m going to come out and see what I can do. Maybe it’s something easy and I can figure it out myself.” She unlocked her side of the vault door and waited for Timmons to unlock his side so she could exit.

There was a very long pause before Timmons came back on the intercom. “Uh, ma’am, you know I can’t do that. The procedures say I can’t let you out until we either get a stand-down order or you have launched all the birds.”

Susan leaned her forehead against the cool steel of the door and chuckled. “I know, Timmons, but we can’t fire that last missile. It’s a system malfunction. I need to get out of here to go figure out what is wrong.”

Another long pause came. “Yes, ma’am, I understand that, but the procedures are clear. I can’t let you out until the board shows all your birds are away.”

Susan felt the knot in her stomach turn into a knife, twisting painfully. Timmons' reaction was ridiculous but not surprising. They were all psychologically screened and specially selected for their penchant for following rules and not deviating from established policies. Strategic Command wanted people who relied upon procedures no matter what and didn’t think too deeply about the reality of what they were doing.

“Timmons, the procedures say we get a technician in here to check out the problem, but I don’t think that is going to happen. Given the situation, I think we need to figure this out on our own, don’t you?” Susan tried to keep the frustration and sarcasm out of her voice, but it was hard. Her thin veneer of calm was slipping and she was starting to feel a little trapped.

Susan turned back to look at Jacobs who had resumed his disturbing stare at the computer monitors. Seeing him unnerved her more. She was about to start yelling at Timmons when she was thrown off her feet. Her head struck the floor and bounced. She saw bright floating stars and knew she was close to passing out. Part of her welcomed that option. The earth rumbled and shook again as the lights dimmed slowly and then went black.

Oh shit, Susan thought in the thick darkness, tasting blood in her mouth. Must have taken a direct hit topside. The lights came back on in a weak flickering sort of way that indicated generator backup power was now in use. Can't lose consciousness, she thought and forced herself to sit up.

“What was that?” asked Jacobs, who had amazingly kept his seat, but wasn’t staring at the screen anymore.

Susan, disoriented, answered without thinking, “Nuke strike. Probably within a few miles of here. Big one.”

Jacobs stood suddenly, backing away from her with wide eyes and both hands covering his open mouth. Susan slowly climbed to her feet without taking her eyes off Jacobs. “Take it easy now. One thing at a time. Could have been something else. Maybe some seismic activity from another strike somewhere else. Somewhere...far away, maybe.”

“That’s bullshit and you know it!” Jacobs screamed at her and began pacing in the crowded vault, hands on his head, tugging at his hair absently.

Susan decided she liked this even less than creepy, distracted, stare-at-the-monitors Jacobs. She went to the intercom again. “Timmons, you still out there? You okay?”

The calm southern voice again, “No worries, ma’am, okay out here.”

“Timmons, we need to get out of here, we’ve—”

Jacobs pushed her aside roughly, sticking his face into the intercom. He savagely punched the send button with his fist. “Let us out of here, you country fuck!” He stood there staring at the intercom, breathing like an enraged bull.

Susan eased away from Jacobs. “Let's just relax, lieutenant,” she said in her dealing-with-a-skittish-horse voice. “We’ll get through this; we just have to stay calm.” An idea occurred to Susan. “Why don’t you turn on the radio and see if you can get any information?”

Jacobs swiveled toward her with crazy murder in his eyes, but then glanced at the radio and his face relaxed. He leaped across the small room and started going through various AM and shortwave channels. Technically, they weren’t supposed to listen to the radio after a live event, but what the hell?

Susan went back to the intercom. “Timmons, listen to me carefully. The procedures are out. I am in command, and I’m ordering you to open this goddamn door right now.”

A long pause. “Ma’am, the procedures are clear. We have to follow protocol.” A trace of apology was in Timmons’ otherwise southern calm. “Ma’am, I’m up for promotion next month and I’ve got a baby coming. We need the money. I can’t do anything to screw that up. My wife would kill me. Sorry, ma’am.”

Susan gawked at the intercom in stunned silence. She would have laughed if she didn’t think it would come out sounding hysterical. Behind her, she heard nothing but static as Jacobs went through the dials.

Electromagnetic pulse from the nuke strike likely fried everything topside and took out the antennas. Susan almost told Jacobs this, but decided against it. For now, it was keeping him busy.

Susan lowered her voice, hoping Jacobs wouldn't hear. She would have to be very careful. “Timmons, we are in the middle of a nuclear war. The chances of us surviving are pretty slim. Piss on that last bird, just let us out so we don’t die in here!” Susan hissed through the intercom.

Timmons didn’t answer, and she visualized him on the other side of the door thinking.

“Timmons, talk to me,” she said.

Nothing.

“Timmons, goddamnit, answer me!” she screamed.

She was thrown to the floor as another nuke struck above. “We’ve already launched our missiles, you stupid shits!” she screamed up at nothing from the floor. If they wanted to prevent them from launching their missiles, the enemy should have struck five minutes earlier. Now it was just everyone going through the motions and following outdated plans from dusty coffee-stained binders. 

The lights were flickering with longer and longer pauses. The last nuke must have knocked a fuel line loose from the generator, a detached voice said in her head. 

Susan climbed to her feet and turned to find Jacobs sitting on the floor against the wall. He looked at her with realization and horror. 

“My wife’s dead. My little girl is dead. Everyone is dead.” Jacobs slowly pushed himself to his feet, his lower lip quivering.

“Stay calm, we don’t know anything for sure yet,” she said soothingly with her hands out toward him.

Jacobs deliberately dropped his hand to the service pistol at his waist, drawing it out. 

The pistols are meant to be used to ensure we each turn our keys and launch, but that part of the dance is done, Susan thought. Who the hell's brilliant idea was it anyway to give us guns in here?

He stared at the weapon for several long seconds. The flickers in the overhead lighting were getting longer and longer. Jacobs looked at Susan and then put the pistol up under his chin.

“No!” screamed Susan, stepping toward him involuntarily and then froze as their eyes locked.

Jacobs stared back at her. The light flickered on and off again and again as they stood and unmeasured time passed. Realization seemed to finally come to Jacobs and he smiled. He lowered the pistol from his neck, nodding at Susan as if he’d figured something out.

He lifted his arm and pointed the pistol at Susan.

“This is your fault,” he said. “You’re in charge. If we hadn’t launched those missiles, maybe we wouldn’t have been hit in return and maybe my family would still be alive.”

She shook her head. “Jacobs, you know we’re a pre-determined target for just about everyone,” Susan reasoned. She was close to tears, and her outstretched hands shook slightly. “They would have hit us no matter what.”

Jacobs shook his head. “You don’t know that.” A single tear rolled down his face. “You don’t know dick! You never have!”

I’m in deep shit here, thought Susan. He’s going to kill me. I’m dead. I’m likely dead anyway, but I don’t want to die like this.

The lights flickered on and off as they stood facing each other from across the small vault room. The pauses of darkness between the light were getting longer and longer. Almost a full second now, Susan noticed. Still, Jacobs just stood pointing his pistol at Susan and gasping as if he were having an asthma attack.

Without thinking about what she was going, Susan drew her own pistol the next time the lights flickered off. When they came on again, surprise showed in Jacobs’ face at Susan’s pistol pointed at him. She fired instinctively. Jacobs went down, and she fired twice more, the flashes in the darkness imprinting hellishly stark and still scenes on her eyeballs.

Susan stood staring down at her dying subordinate as the lights flickered. Blood pooled from his body onto the gray austere floor. Jacobs' mouth opened and closed as his wild eyes flickered around the room. She noticed distractedly that she was crying but couldn’t hear anything over the ringing in her ears.

Susan wanted to go to him, to maybe help him or tell him she was sorry, but she realized the truth was that she was too scared. 

Her father had scoffed when she told him she was joining the military. She had always been what her grandmother called a gentle soul and had never intentionally hurt anyone in her life. Now, in one night, she had killed more than could be counted. Strangers and comrades alike.

It’s all over, she thought. The End. The End of Everything. So much for my high ideals. So much for not being a part of destroying the world. So much for everything. I’ll die in here alone. We're the only ones in the launch site during the night shift. Even if Timmons comes back and lets me out, there is nowhere to go. The surface is uninhabitable for who knows how long.

Major Susan Rivera slipped down into her chair as the pistol fell from her hand. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

The generator finally died for good, plunging her into total darkness.
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Part I

Going Home
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Chapter 1 - Alive
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The icy wind whipped dirty gray snow into Nathan’s face. It was always cold and overcast now. He wondered if warmth would ever again come to this dreary world. His extremities were long past numb and his joints felt as if they were frozen in place. 

He looked at his family lying in the dingy ash-like mush beside him. Bethany shivered and burned with fever. Nathan feared she wouldn’t make it through another night outdoors. His watch told him it was three o’clock in the afternoon, but the overcast sky looked like dusk. Days were shorter now.

Nathan turned back to the little clapboard shack silhouetted in the fading light. At one corner of the roof, a rusty sheet metal pipe spit white smoke, promising warmth inside. 

There is no easy way to do this. I hope I don’t get us all killed, he thought. Even if things go well, there will likely be blood spilt. Nathan lowered his head onto his arm and closed his eyes. Choices were falling away from him like the leaves on the dying trees towering over them. 

Keeping his family alive. That was the only thing that mattered now.

He looked at his sons and gave them a nod as he stood. Joshua and David rose and followed their father slowly. Nathan put his hand on Bethany as they passed, her fever so bad she was oblivious to everything around her. He thought about conferring with the boys again, but that would only be stalling. They had talked it all over before, and besides, there was nothing complicated in what they were about to do. With sudden determination, Nathan ran the last ten feet and kicked in the flimsy door. He was momentarily blinded by the light and warmth. 

Nathan moved along the right wall and felt the boys come in behind him. His eyes adjusted, and he saw three men and one woman. They were staring back at him in shock. The dirty unkempt man nearest the stove stood slowly with a cunning look on his face. He eased a hatchet from the nearby woodpile. Nathan aimed his assault rifle at the man and tightened his finger on the trigger. The man froze, but glowered at Nathan with tangible malice. Time stopped. Nathan almost reconsidered.

The interrogatives that might have passed between them before were unnecessary. Who are you? What do you want? Why are you here? were all now superfluous. Everyone was on the ragged edge of survival, doing whatever they had to do to make it to the next day.

The room was frozen in place as Nathan and his boys pointed their weapons at the unkempt group in front of them. All were conscious of the precious heat escaping out the open door.

"Get out of here," the man in front of Nathan said.

"No," answered Nathan. "My wife will die if she doesn't get in from the cold."

"So what?" said the dirty woman sitting in the lap of an even dirtier man. "Not our problem."

Silence again as the wind howled outside.

“So what are you going to do?” snarled the angry man in front of Nathan. “You can’t make us leave and you’re sure as hell not staying here with us! This is our place. Find your own!” He screamed these last words before rushing forward with the hatchet raised high.

Nathan shot the man in the face without thinking. Before he could turn, he heard David fire the shotgun to his left. David's shot hit both the man sitting at the table and the scrawny woman in his lap. They both fell to the floor in a bloody heap.

The man closest to the entrance bolted out of his chair toward the door, and Joshua hesitated, nearly letting him go. Nathan knew what the boy was thinking: he’s running, isn’t a threat, but he’s headed out the door toward where Mother is waiting sick in the snow. The boy deliberately stepped forward into the wind gusting through the silhouette of the door and shot the man in the center of the back with his .45 automatic pistol.

Joshua stared at the crumpled body outside the door before turning back inside. He looked sick. David simply began going through the pockets of those they had shot, looking for valuables. Nathan wondered again how his two sons could be so different, and not just in appearance. Joshua was blond and light skinned like Nathan. He was also the oldest by a year and the thinker. David was dark haired like his mother and not terribly reflective. Nathan suspected David spent little time on regret or second-guessing. 

Nathan let out a deep breath and closed the door before the precious heat could escape. He grabbed Joshua’s arm. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I guess. Like you said, if we don’t get Mom out of the cold, she is going to die, and this is the only warm shelter we’ve seen for days.” Joshua lowered his head. “I just wish there was another way.”

“There is no other way, and you know it,” said David casually from the floor where he was trying on the hat of the dying man. “They wouldn’t let us stay in their filthy, lousy shack, and even if they did, we’d have our throats cut before morning or worse.” David did not bother to look around at them, now preoccupied with examining a small knife from the woman’s jacket pocket. She kept putting her hand on David’s arm as blood pooled out of her neck, and he shook it off absent-mindedly each time.

Joshua tensed up and started toward his brother, but Nathan stepped in front, putting his hand on his son’s chest. “Go bring your mother in from the cold and lay her down over by the stove. We’ll get these”—Nathan gestured at the three men and woman on the floor—“out of here.”

“I’ll help you bury them,” said Joshua resolutely. 

Nathan started to answer him, but David stood and turned around incredulous. “Why? They would have skinned you alive and raped mom for days, and you want to give them a proper burial?”

“You don’t know that,” insisted Joshua. “They could have been folks just like us.”

“I’m sure they were folks just like us,” answered Nathan slowly, “but they would have killed us nevertheless, either directly or by not letting us in from the cold.”

David turned away from the conversation, clearly already bored, and moved to a pistol thrown into the corner during the commotion. None of them had even seen it in the short fight.

Nathan slid close to Joshua and said quietly, “Son, that ground is frozen, we don’t have tools, and we frankly don’t have any energy to spare. Maybe tomorrow after we rest and eat, but not today. Especially not with night coming on.”

“But, Dad, won’t they attract the dogs?”

This actually gave Nathan pause. His son was right. Despite the deep cold and driving snow, those roving packs of once domesticated, now murderous wild dogs would come to them, drawn by the smell of fresh blood.

“Son, we have no choice,” hissed Nathan. “We can’t bury them without tools, and we can’t spare the gas to burn them. Also, before you say it, I’m not going to let your mother spend the night in this small shack with four corpses. We’ll drag them as far away as we can and hope for the best.”

“But, Dad, those two look like they’re still alive,” pleaded Joshua, pointing to the man and woman David had shot.

“They’re not. They’re only dying slow. We couldn’t save them, even if we wanted to. Now, no more talk. Bring your mother in here and try not to let her see any more of the death than she has to. You know it upsets her.”

Joshua walked outside, shutting the door behind him. Nathan scanned the area, mentally making an inventory of the room. It had probably been a seasonal hunting cabin at one point. There was a small stove in the corner putting out enough heat to keep the tiny shack blessedly warm. There were also three thin pallets with blankets near the stove and a table with two wobbly chairs. A small egg crate in the corner appeared to contain some canned goods and a bag of dried beans. The walls were thin and drafty, but coming across this shack was fortunate. Nathan had fought to keep the thought just below the surface that his family might die slowly before his very eyes. Now, he knew death was at least another day away.

David walked back across the small room carrying several pairs of boots under one arm and a bag of loot in the other. “Looks like we got an old .38 revolver with fifteen shells, three pairs of boots we might be able to use down the road, a backpack that could still have some life in it, a lighter half full of fluid, that hatchet, and the food in the crate there.”

“Good,” said Nathan. “Let’s drag these poor souls out of here before the blood gets all over the place.”

They took the two dying ones out first, dragging them down the hill out of sight, and hopefully downwind from the shack. 

"Want me to finish them off with my shotgun?" asked David, touching the weapon slung over his back.

Nathan shook his head. "Ammo is too scarce and I don't want to attract any more attention than we already have."

"We could just leave them," said David. "They'll bleed out soon enough."

"Yes," Nathan said, "but I don't want them to suffer further. Just leaving them here would be wrong." Nathan slowly drew his large hunting knife and knelt down beside the man.

“I can do it,” said David emotionlessly.

Nathan stopped and looked hard at his son. “Why on God’s earth would you want to do something like that?”

David stepped back and crossed his arms. “Whatever. Just trying to help. I did shoot them, after all.”

“Just go get those other two bodies and then clean the blood off the floor,” said Nathan as evenly as he could. 

“Fine,” said David as he turned and walked away into the approaching twilight, muttering under his breath.

Nathan paused and watched the boy stride up the hill. If someone had told him three months ago that he would have to suffer teenage attitude from his seventeen-year-old son because he did not allow the boy to finish killing two people, Nathan would have thought them crazy, but that was exactly what just happened. David had often given him the same reaction when told he could not stay at a friend’s house or watch a late movie on a school night. Nathan had known a few men in combat who took to killing, but none as readily and easily as David. It wasn’t that David was homicidal; he just did not seem to feel any empathy for those in his way. Killing was just a chore to him similar to taking out the trash or doing the laundry. 

Nathan bent back over to the man who was, thankfully, already dead. No such luck with the poor woman. Her eyes followed him like a wild horse, but there was no hope for her. It was a wonder she was alive at all. The buckshot had taken off part of the side of her head, leaving a portion of the brain exposed. 

Nathan wanted to tell her he was sorry, but didn't. He knew that was his weak effort at trying to alleviate his own guilt. Even if there was, by some miracle, a way for this woman and her friends to let him off the hook, he knew they were dead because of him. Folks just like us, he'd told Joshua, and it was probably true. 

He clenched his teeth and reached down to gently turn her head so the pleading eyes faced away. He neatly sliced open her carotid artery, allowing the blood to gush into the snow. Nathan held her hand until he felt her feeble pulse slowly disappear into nothingness. He then stood and moved away from the horrific sight and already nauseating odors.

Nathan stretched his squat muscular frame, tense with painful exhaustion. He wasn’t exactly short, but his fireplug-like physique made him appear shorter than he was. Nathan walked stiffly a few feet away to breathe in the cold air. He watched the sickly yellow sunset over the snow-covered hills. The quiet and stillness felt more ominous than peaceful. There were suddenly no sounds. Even the wind stopped. 

The whole vastness of the earth is a gigantic open grave, thought Nathan and shuddered.

He sagged down against a tree in sudden overwhelming exhaustion. Did I save his family for this? Is the world nothing but a rotting corpse? Are we fooling ourselves? Nathan sat there in the cold and tried not to think of anything.

After a few minutes, the despair left him and he climbed slowly back to his feet, brushing the slimy snow off his body. I might be a fool, he thought, but I know no other way. The choice is simple and will be decided each day and each moment. Death or life? Despair or hope?

A gust of wind brought the sound of his boys talking. He could tell by the tone the open animosity was gone and they were brothers again, just like in days past. Maybe only for a little while, but it was something.

Nathan felt strength and purpose flow into him. I must keep them alive. I must maintain hope, however pathetic it might prove.

Nathan turned and resolutely climbed up the hill to his family and the awaiting light and warmth.
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Chapter 2 – Tipping Point
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Nathan looked out the grimy window at a dingy snowy wasteland. Joshua had been right about the bodies attracting the wild dogs. They had showed up that first night and stayed for several days, but their presence had not been all bad. He worried less about someone sneaking up on them with several dozen ravenous, desperate dogs roaming the area. Being forced to stay put for five days also allowed his wife Bethany time to recover and gain strength.

This morning, there were no signs of the dogs. Evidently, four bodies only went so far. Maybe we should move on, he mused, looking at his sleeping wife. Her color was better and the rasping cough had subsided. We’re almost out of food anyway. Never in his life had cold, hunger, and fear been such constant and faithful companions, but reality had shrunk to a small world of fundamental and basic necessities. Warmth, sleep, food, life.

He turned back to the window and idly marveled at how quickly everything had come apart. Nathan wasn’t exactly certain what led to the end of the world. Maybe that was even an exaggeration, he thought. After all, lots of people were still alive and the world kept turning, but Nathan couldn’t help thinking of it in those terms. The 'end of the world' seemed apt and had arrived without fanfare or warning. The memory came to mind vividly.

Three months ago, Nathan woke early in the morning at their home at Fort Meade Army Post in Maryland. Their German shepherd Daisy whined at him while nudging him with her cold nose. She stared at him pensively like she needed to go outside. Strange light cast eerily moving shadows through the curtains, and he thought he must have overslept. The alarm clock flashed a red 12:00 over and over. Nathan sat up and swung his feet out of the covers, putting his hand comfortingly on Daisy’s head, but she crawled under the bed trembling. He bent over to peer after her. 

A giant blast rocked the house, knocking him to the floor. Glass shattered, shelves lost their contents, and car alarms sounded up and down the street. The two-story house swayed and creaked, and for a horrific moment, Nathan thought it was going to collapse. Finally, it stopped moving and settled into its normal stationary setting. He lay still on the floor for another moment before climbing to the window and looking outside. He was stunned by the nightmarish scene before him.

Nathan counted the expanding tops of three bright yellow mushroom clouds rising over what must be D.C. in the southeast and two over Baltimore in the northeast. The impression of power and heat were immense. The clouds kept growing and rising into the atmosphere, evilly lighting up the natural darkness. Nathan stood frozen, unable to turn away from the nightmarish scene. Maybe it is a nightmare, he thought hopefully.

From deep in his subconscious, his brain retrieved a distant memory of a military class. The stale and boring presentation had been on what to do in the event of a nuclear attack. Even then, nearly a decade and half before, the idea of a nuclear attack had been outdated and ridiculous.

He continued to stare at the spreading clouds of death for a few more moments. Clinical information from that long ago briefing replayed in his mind along with visions of blind Hiroshima survivors. He jerked his head away to prevent his retinas from frying. Even so, he could see the outlines of those hellish clouds everywhere he looked. I'm not blind, he thought with relief.

Doesn't matter if you're dead, said a voice in his head. Survival now is all about minimizing radiation exposure.

He checked his watch to mark the time. "Bethany, get up, honey. Wake up, quick." Nathan started throwing on clothes.

Bethany, ever the deep sleeper, peered at him. She groggily rubbed her eyes. "What's going on? It can't be morning already."

He’d told her countless times in jest that she could sleep through an earthquake. 

“Honey, you have to get up now! We don’t have much time,” explained Nathan, trying to keep his voice calm. “Get dressed, start filling up anything you can find with water, put it in the basement.”

“What?” she said, sitting up confused but smiling in anticipation of a punch line. 

Nathan took a moment to notice how beautiful she was, even at a time like this. The malignant light outside highlighted her long dark mussed hair, olive skin, and deep brown eyes. The sight of her was in stark contrast to the horror outside.

“Just do it, baby! Please!” yelled Nathan as he ran down the hall. Another series of quakes shook the house, knocking him to the floor, and he heard a crash downstairs. He struggled up off the carpet and burst into his sons’ room. Joshua and David were standing together, looking out the window. 

“Don’t look!” Nathan screamed as he grabbed their shoulders, pulling them back. They stared at him with wide eyes.

"What's happening?" asked Joshua in a soft voice.

“Help you mother get food and water into the basement," he told them. "Also, grab pillows and blankets. We’re going to be there awhile. Move! Fast!”

Nathan ran to the hallway gun case, which was leaning precariously out from the wall. He grabbed everything he could carry and lumbered downstairs into the full basement, turning on the light switch with his elbow as he went. Once there, he set down the load of guns and ammunition, then picked up several pieces of luggage. He climbed back upstairs to the second floor to find the boys and Beth gathered at the boys' window, staring wordlessly at the bright suns blooming in the distance. 

Nathan thought he was going to lose his mind. “God damn it!” he howled at them, pulling his family roughly away from the window.

They all turned to him, their eyes wide. “What is going on?” asked Bethany. "Are those for real?"

Nathan knew he would have to explain if he wanted them to move with any sense of urgency. He took a deep breath and clinched his fists to calm himself. “It looks like three nuclear bombs have gone off in Washington and at least two in Baltimore." His voice was surprisingly calm in his own ears. "We’re fifty miles from Washington and almost forty from Baltimore, but those are probably ten or twenty kiloton nukes. We’ve already been irradiated by the initial blast of gamma rays. There’s nothing we can do about that now, but we have to limit our exposure from now on if we want to survive. Those are fallout plumes you see rising into the air. In about fifteen minutes, thirty at the most, they’re going to start falling to the ground and more radiation particles will descend on top of us. If we aren’t protected when that happens...we’re dead.” The room was silent as he looked them each in the eyes. 

“I know this is hard," he said, his voice starting to rise, "but we only have one choice and that is to ride this out underground where there is some protection...but we have to move fast!”

Bethany was the first to break the paralysis. She grabbed an empty suitcase from near Nathan’s feet and ran downstairs. Nathan tossed several other pieces of luggage to the boys and followed Bethany with a duffle bag. He went out to the garage and began throwing in items he thought would be useful: duct tape, tools, batteries, flashlights, ammo, candles, and plastic tarps. He saw two large bags of dog food, and after slinging the duffle across his body, picked the bags up on his shoulders. Nathan knew adrenaline was running through him now and that he’d likely be sore the next day...if he survived. Moving toward the basement, he yelled upstairs, “Boys, get Daisy. She’s under the bed!”

Nathan kicked the duffle and the two bags of dog food down the basement stairs, one bursting open as it fell. He looked over to see Bethany stacking canned goods neatly into a nearly full box. He walked over, picked up the box, and heaved it down the stairs in a huge crash. “Water, get water!” he yelled as he sprinted upstairs to find the boys. 

He met them coming down. David was first with bags stuffed full of clothes and blankets. Joshua came next with Daisy in his arms and a full backpack on his back. “Help your mother with water," he told them. "Fill any jug or container you can find and move. We’re almost out of time.”

Nathan looked at his watch as he climbed up to the second floor. It seemed only moments since the blasts, but he was stunned to see nearly twelve minutes had passed. He looked around, not sure what he came upstairs to retrieve. He turned to go back down the stairs and saw a portable radio on top of the hall bookshelf. Snatching it up, he leaped down the stairs three at a time to the ground level. 

“That’s enough. Let’s go. Come on, let’s go,” said Nathan breathlessly.

Bethany and the boys filed downstairs into the cool darkness of the basement. Nathan picked up one of the rolls of duct tape and began sealing the edges of the door leading upstairs. He then went downstairs and sealed the air vents. Bethany and the boys were watching him and not moving. What next? he thought.

He scanned the room and saw their heavy ping pong table in the center of the room. “Here, help me,” he said as they pushed it into the corner of the room. He stacked their provisions and other heavy boxes and cases around the edge of the table and piled old boxes on top of it. “Put the bedding under the table; this is where we’re going to live. Throw anything you can on top of the table that's not too heavy.”

“How long?” asked David. 

Nathan paused to look at him. "What?"

"How long are we going to stay down here?" he asked calmly.

“I don’t know,” answered Nathan truthfully. “As long as we can, I guess.”

They settled down under the table close to each other, still and quiet. Nathan felt worried looks on him and wished he could manage some encouragement, but he couldn’t think of anything to say. Daisy whined and he patted her head comfortingly.

At that moment, the lights flickered and the world was dark.

*******
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They woke to the sound of sirens outside. Nathan looked at his watch, and saw it had been six hours since the blasts.

“Thank God!” said Bethany as she began to get up, grabbing the burning candle Joshua had lit earlier.

“Don’t,” said Nathan, catching her by the arm.

“There’s help out there! Let’s go!” urged Bethany.

“We can’t,” explained Nathan. “Those people are probably getting lethal doses of radiation as we speak, but they think it’s okay to come out. We received a lot of gamma rays in the initial blasts; we can’t afford anymore. We’ll be lucky if we get off with only some radiation sickness.” Nathan looked her in the eyes. “Everyone up there right now is dead or will be dead soon. Our only chance is to stay put.” 

Beth looked close to tears, but nodded solemnly.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” said David casually.

“Number one or number two?” asked Nathan.

“Both,” answered David.

Nathan sighed. He looked around and saw some buckets in the corner near the floor drain. “Piss into the drain and then cover it up with that filing cabinet. Crap in the bucket and cover it with something to keep the odor down. Use paper out of the cabinet to wipe.”

"Gross," said Joshua.

Bethany put her hand on his shoulder. "It'll be fine. We'll get used to it, even the smell."

“Can we throw some of that laundry powder on top of it to help with the stink?” asked Joshua, pointing at the washing area.

Nathan nodded. “Good idea." He turned to David. "Don’t dally, you’re getting more radiation out from under protection.”

“I’ll hurry,” said David as he climbed out from under the table and moved to the opposite corner. He opened one of the filing cabinet drawers and pulled out a pile of old tax returns. Daisy followed him faithfully.

Joshua reached over and picked up the radio out of the pile of clothes. “Should we see if there’s any information?”

Nathan nodded and took the radio out of his hands, turning it on. He raced through the FM dials and heard nothing but static. Nathan flipped over to AM and did the same. They heard a faint voice, so Nathan turned the dial back carefully.

“...off the roads and return to your homes. The hospitals are full, and authorities urge people to stay where they are. All roads along the East Coast are completely impassable. Everyone needs to remain in their homes and not panic.” The tired voice paused before going on, “This is the Emergency Radio Broadcast Network operating out of Ripley, West Virginia. The Governor of West Virginia has ordered the state borders closed effective immediately until the crisis is over. He urges people coming west to stay where they are.”

Nathan saw Bethany and Joshua staring at him with wide eyes in the flickering candlelight. He turned the dial slowly until he got another faint and static-filled voice. “...reporting indicates multiple nuclear missile strikes at all the major American cities. There has been no official statement or response from the government, and we don’t know at this point if they survived the initial blasts. We can only hope that whoever did this to us is suffering also.”

Bethany took the radio gently out of Nathan’s hand and twisted the knob further. “...potassium iodide if you have it. This will prevent the thyroid gland from absorbing radiated iodine particles out of the atmosphere. If you don’t have potassium iodide tablets, consume as much iodine salt as you can stand per day for at least a month. It won’t do as well as the tablets, but should help fill up the thyroid gland.”

David came back and slid under the table with Daisy lying down beside him, “What’d I miss?”

No one answered him. They sat mesmerized and listened to the radio for what seemed like hours. A hazy story slowly came together like a patchwork quilt of official statements, news conjectures, and wild radio reports. Rumors and theories on various stations made it evident that something really horrific had happened, even if no one knew the whole story. Some stations indicated a nuclear exchange between Iran and Israel. Others reported strikes from North Korea on Japan. One hypothesized that the powder keg between Pakistan and India had finally been lit and consumed the rest of the world. Supposedly, an official warning went out from the government before the bombs started dropping on America, but it was too late in most cases and too early in the morning for anyone to take notice.

An order for all military forces to mobilize and report to their units was transmitted over the open airwaves a quarter hour before the first nuke hit. With the exception of naval forces at sea, this order proved useless. Nathan thought it was an indication of the futility of the act considering he was an active duty Army officer actually living on base and never knew a thing until the bombs started falling. Things must have happened so fast that it caught everyone by surprise.

There had been an Emergency Presidential Address to the Nation, which few saw or heard due to the early hours. A ham radio operator who watched the short address reported that the president looked haggard and even sad, ending with "God bless America," before standing up unceremoniously and walking off the plain set. The screen then cut to a picture of a waving flag while the national anthem played in the background. Incredibly, the station then returned to regular broadcasting of an infomercial about a miracle weight-loss program before going off the air for good several minutes later. Radio and television stations along the East Coast began abruptly blacking out around 4 AM. Nothing now came out of Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Washington, Baltimore, or any other major city. 

It was clear that massive destruction and death reigned aboveground. Nathan desperately hoped there were others cowering under the earth waiting as they were. He visualized thousands of people on the surface coming out and helping each other, but in the process being poisoned by an invisible enemy all around them.

*******
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They stayed in the basement for nearly four weeks. There were more sirens and vehicle activity the first few days, and once, an inaudible loudspeaker announcement, but there had been no sound aboveground for the last three weeks except for the quiet scurrying of a few animals.

Nathan thought they would have to leave after only ten days due to lack of water, but Joshua came up with the idea of drinking out of the eighty-gallon hot water heater in the basement corner. They also ended up eating all of Daisy’s dog food. They each suffered mild radiation sickness symptoms, but nothing more severe than nausea, lack of appetite, and headaches. Nathan thought they would make it without further sickness as long as they were careful about exposure. By the time they were down to the last of their water and were forced to leave the basement, all the radio channels were ominously quiet.

Nathan covered his mouth with a wet bandanna and walked upstairs. He went outside with the shotgun ready before him. Everything was still and silent. He surveyed crashed cars, bloated bodies in the road, and smoke from old fires in all directions. A layer of dirty ash covered every surface. Nathan was the only living thing he saw under the gray foreboding sky. It was late fall, but the air was colder than it should be and the clouds were dark and menacing. Although he didn’t like the idea of starting out with winter approaching, Nathan decided it was best to get his family away from the large cities while he could. Those cities were going to continue to emit deadly radiation for generations.

They emerged from their makeshift shelter thin, shaky, and pale. They gathered all the guns, ammunition, food, water, clothing, and supplies they could. Any item they took that wasn’t in the basement with them was wiped down carefully to remove radioactive particles. Despite their gnawing hunger, Nathan was afraid to eat any of the topside canned food until they moved further from the radiation centers. He insisted they boil whatever water they used. It probably wouldn't help with the heavier radiated particles, but it should at least prevent them from getting cholera or typhoid fever.

They drove as far as possible on jammed highways for several days before being forced to pack up and begin walking west. They occasionally saw small groups of other survivors doing the same. People they met didn’t talk much; they just kept their distance and continued moving. The others were universally dirty, unkempt, and fearfully nervous, almost to the point of craziness. Nathan wondered if he and his family looked the same.

The day Daisy died was a low point. It happened after only a few weeks of traveling. Nathan wasn’t sure why, he had heard somewhere that a dog’s tolerance to radiation was much higher than a human’s. Maybe she just couldn’t handle the stress. They buried her with sorrow and few words before moving on. 

Over the next few weeks, they traveled west, occasionally seeing individuals at a distance, but never approaching. The bodies with signs of foul play in their path reminded them that caution was now paramount. Nathan and his family had fought off attackers on three occasions already. Fortunately, none of these bands had possessed guns or been too clever. 

It was disturbing to Nathan how quickly society broke down into brutality. A week before, they had come upon a still smoldering and deserted town. Everything was covered in soot, including a body hanging from a lamp post by a chain around its neck. A hand scrawled placard on his body explained: “Arson Bastard.” Another time, they approached a small group of houses in the twilight and saw a large sign: “Stay Away!” They had run across many such warnings, but the three severed and rotting heads hanging from trees, just out of reach of any larger scavengers, made Nathan keep walking, even though night was approaching.

At least they were away from the decaying death in the streets. Nathan believed these scenes were probably similar all across the country. All the major cities were destroyed. In rings around these cities were various degrees of “dead zones” with increasing levels of radiation depending on how close they were to a nuke impact. The further they moved away from those cities, the less they saw of mass graves and piles of bodies covered in swarms of feeding rats, vultures, and insects. Nathan also began to feel more comfortable eating any canned food they discovered and thought it safe to uncover their faces.

Ironically, it seemed that the instances of suicides increased further away from the cities. At first, Nathan couldn’t understand the families they found sitting around their dinner tables, all dead from eating or drinking poison together. He thought it must simply be despair at the idea of living so differently and without hope. In a strange way, these suicides unnerved him more than the piles of rotting bodies being slowly consumed by scavengers.

The highways were totally clogged as they approached the West Virginia border. Vehicles piled high with belongings were packed in so tightly that they touched in some cases. Both sides of the highway, the median, and even the fields on the sides were stuffed with immobile cars, trucks, and RVs headed west. 

Nathan and his family were finally forced to walk along the tops of vehicles the last few miles to the border. Large spray-painted plywood signs declared the state quarantined and that no one would be admitted. Empty military vehicles were lined up along the border, but the soldiers, supplies, and weapons were gone. A few rotting bodies showed evidence of trying to force the issue, but not as many as Nathan would have thought. The soldiers had likely lost heart and abandoned their posts, letting the streaming masses of desperate refugees cross the border. Nathan suspected getting into West Virginia had done them little good.

Isn't that what you're trying to do? he asked himself. 

Looking around at the carnage and death, Nathan felt like they were in some sort of horrific dream world. A dirty and cold world where all the life and pigment had been sucked away. Would going west do them any good? he wondered.

We're going home, thought Nathan with sudden realization. Initially, he had just been trying to get them away from the East Coast, but now knew where they were going. The nukes hit all the populated areas, but couldn't have covered the entire country. Rural areas are likely largely untouched. We'll get home to family. Maybe it will be safe there.

Nathan led them to the other side of the border where they saw an abandoned and ransacked military camp. In a nearby field behind a field hospital, there were neat lines on the ground composed of hundreds of recent graves, small fresh dirt mounds without markers. They conducted a futile search for anything of value, but all food, shelter, tools, and even scraps of plastic sheeting were long gone. The cold wind screamed in their ears and they hurried west, away from the depressing scene. 

Murderous and wild rogues often crept in the forest and along the shadowy road edges, awaiting an opportunity to attack them. At first, Nathan called out to them to ease their fear and hesitation, but learned that these men and women were no longer to be trusted regardless of who they once were. He tried simply to scare these small groups of stalkers away. They would run off for a time only to return soundlessly at night. Nathan now shot at them with the rifle if they refused to show themselves. He was taking no chances. He couldn't afford to.

Moving. Always moving now. They were like nomads. Nathan had previously believed such a life would be romantic and reminded him of the Plains Indians. Now, he thought with wry humor, hunger, cold, and fear just sucked the romance right out of nomadic living. Their time in the hunting shack was warm and restful, but they must not get complacent. This wasn’t home, and he was frankly surprised they had made it so far. Nathan shook himself out of his thoughts and turned away from the shack's greasy window. 

It’s time to move, he thought. We've been in the shack too long. He couldn’t say why he felt this, but knew enough to trust his intuition. It had served in well in the past. Nathan remembered the four bodies at the bottom of the hill, probably nothing but bones now. Could have been us. Hell, might be us by the end of the day. 
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