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    "Houston, come in. This is the ISS calling for Mission Control." 
 
    I could hear Deb Cowlings in the command module trying to raise Houston, like she had been for the past five minutes. A delay of a few seconds in communicating with Houston was not uncommon, but for the past five minutes, there had been nothing. Not even a joke from those on the ground would have gone past twenty or thirty seconds. 
 
    As I floated into the command module, Deb was staring at the radio equipment in front of her and had a dark cloud creeping across her face. After five minutes of trying to raise the space center on the ground, she was beginning to think something was dreadfully wrong. 
 
    "Any luck?" 
 
    She turned and looked at me and I could see the fear in her eyes. 
 
    "No, sir. I'm getting nothing." 
 
    "Run a full diagnostic on the system." 
 
    "Sir, I've already done that." 
 
    "Deb, please … do it again." 
 
    "Yes, sir." 
 
    I turned and looked back down the passageway, toward the crew quarters and could see three sets of eyes looking at me. Every pair of eyes harbored a look of fear I had never seen in my twenty years in NASA. It looked like everyone was beginning to succumb to their basest fears. 
 
    "We're fine, sir." 
 
    I turned back to her and looked over her shoulder at the readings. 
 
    "So, the problem isn't here." 
 
    "Correct. Whatever is causing this problem is happening on the ground." 
 
    I pushed myself back from her and floated up to the wall in back of me and just stopped there. She turned and looked at me and I tried as hard as I could to make sure I looked like I was in control. 
 
    "Have you tried Kennedy?" 
 
    "Yes, with the same result." 
 
    I turned and looked out the small, round window and could see we were moving over Europe and would be heading over Russia and China within a few minutes. 
 
    "Try ESA. We're directly overhead right now, so we should get something." 
 
    She turned back around and checked her freq sheet and changed the frequency on her equipment. 
 
    "ESA Mission Control, this is the International Space Station. Do you read us?" 
 
    The silence was absolute. There was not even the hint of static that you would expect. 
 
    "ESA Mission Control, this is the International Space Station. Do you read us?" 
 
    As I waited for some sort of response, I felt we weren't alone and I turned around to see the other crew members huddled near the hatch to the command module. 
 
    Deb looked at her sheet again and changed the radio settings. 
 
    "RosCosmos Mission Control, this is the International Space Station. Do you read us?" 
 
    Silence. 
 
    "Okay, commander, what’s up?" 
 
    I looked back at the three in the hatchway and could see they were all looking for answers. 
 
    "I’m not sure, Mike," I said to my second in command. 
 
    Ariel asked, "Are we getting any signals at all from any of the space commands?" 
 
    Deb shook her head. 
 
    "It’s like there’s nobody there," she said, "on any freq." 
 
    "What if we try some of the public freqs?" asked Phil. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "NASA has twenty-four hour video feeds that go out over the internet, so fans of space travel can look in on Mission Control and see what they‘re doing. It may not be protocol, but we would at least be able to see they are there and trying to do something to fix the problem." 
 
    I looked at Deb and she just shrugged her shoulders and turned back to the console. I could hear her tapping away on the keyboard as I looked at the other four. 
 
    "Relax, guys. I’m sure it’s a glitch and we’ll get it sorted out." 
 
    I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince. A glitch would be one thing, but to have it affect every, major space agency in the world was entirely another. Deep down I knew this wasn’t just some, run-of-the-mill comms problems that would be fixed with flipping a couple of switches. And I could tell by the looks on the others’ faces they didn’t believe that either. 
 
    "Oh my god!" 
 
    I swung back around as fast as zero gravity would allow. As I came around, I saw the video screen she was looking at and knew this had to be some sort of sick joke. 
 
    I moved in closer, hovering just over her shoulder and stared at the screen. Deb had her eyes closed and I could hear her trying to control her breathing. 
 
    "What the hell is going on?" I said softly. 
 
    I could feel Mike float into the command module and come up behind me. 
 
    "This can’t be real," I heard him say. 
 
    The image on the screen was more horrifying that anything we could have imagined. The camera was the one that sent video of Mission Control out to the internet for the whole world to see if they wanted. Usually it was pretty mundane stuff, with men and women sitting and working at consoles, but that wasn’t what we were seeing right now. 
 
    There were bodies scattered all around the room. Men and women slumped over their desks or laying on the floor. From the amount of blood we could see, no one was alive in the room we were watching. 
 
    "Is this a still picture or a video?" I asked. 
 
    No response. 
 
    "Deb." 
 
    "Sorry, sir. No it’s not," she said as she opened her eyes and looked at the screen. She pointed to the time counter on the upper right hand side of the screen and we could see the second counter was running. 
 
    "It’s a live video," she said, not wanting to look at it anymore than she needed to. 
 
    "What in God’s name went on down there?" asked Mike. 
 
    Then he pointed to the screen and said, "Right there, see it?" 
 
    At first I didn’t see what he was pointing at, but then it became clear. One of the techs, laying on the floor, was moving slightly. She was only moving her hand and arm, but it seemed like she was trying to push herself up. 
 
    "That’s Kelly," said Ariel, as she joined us in the command module. 
 
    "Is it?" I said as I looked closer at the screen. 
 
    "Yes, I recognize the ribbon in her hair." 
 
    As we watched, we could see she was struggling to get up. Her other shoulder was covered in blood and that arm appeared to be useless to her. With a lot of effort, she was able to push herself up and sit back on her heels. From our angle, we could see she was covered in blood and it appeared most of it was hers. 
 
    Without warning, the reason for the mayhem we were seeing on the video became much more clear. Kelly turned her head quickly to her right and, even though we couldn’t hear any sound, we could tell she screamed.  
 
    Her terror was cut short by the appearance of a dark figure moving through the room and heading straight for her. In its hand was a ragged blade, glistening with the blood of many people and the figure raised it as it approached Kelly. With a quick slice, the blade took Kelly’s head off at the base of the neck and her body fell forward, ending in a heap on the floor. 
 
    Deb screamed. Ariel cried out and I’m sure Mike said something, but my eyes were so focused on the screen nothing registered, but the figure as it turned around. There was no face to be seen in the dark hood. No eyes, no nose, no mouth. 
 
    The figure’s hand was nothing more than a bunch of claws gripping the sword and I could see its feet and they were nothing more than stumps with gnarled toes. 
 
    The part that scared me the most was when the cloaked figure stopped, then looked directly at the camera that was filming the whole event. It didn't take too long to realize this dark figure knew exactly what it was looking at and for some reason, I felt a cold chill run through my body, thinking this creature knew he was being watched. 
 
    "Deb, turn it off." 
 
    I looked down at her and she was just staring at the screen and shaking so hard I thought she was going to hurt herself. Seeing I was getting no response, I reached over her shoulder and flipped the switch and turned off the monitor. 
 
    "What the hell was that?" asked Phil. 
 
    As I looked around the cramped module, all I saw were four terrified faces looking back at me. 
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    "So, what now commander?" 
 
    All five of us were crowded into the crew sleep module and I could feel every set of eyes on me. I was the commander of the mission and they were looking to me for our next move. I wished they would quit looking at me, because I had absolutely no idea what to do next. 
 
    I looked at Deb and asked, "Did you get anything new from the shortwave channels?" 
 
    "Nothing that we didn't hear before. Just the same repeating broadcast that said something had allowed an army of demons to invade the Earth." 
 
    "I still don't believe that," said Mike. "Demons? Really?" 
 
    "Mike, you saw the same thing we all saw. Whether that was the textbook definition of a demon or not, it was something none of us had ever seen before," I said. "And it sure looked like what I would call a demon, even though it could have been a Halloween outfit." 
 
    "I don't think someone would have gone to that much trouble to wear a demon outfit," said Ariel. 
 
    "They would if they wanted to stay anonymous." 
 
    "Look," I said, "costume or not, we've already figured out that whatever happened at Mission Control has happened at all the control centers around the world and I think it would be safe to assume this attack has not confined itself to the various space agencies. It sounds like it was a world-wide event." 
 
    "So, we are going with demon attack?" asked Phil. 
 
    "Until we hear otherwise, I think that would be a fair assumption." 
 
    The silence overtook the room again, as everyone was waiting for me to say what we should do next. 
 
    "Look, guys, I know you're expecting me to come up with a plan here, but as I am sure it is for you, this is my very first, world-wide demon apocalypse. I am very much open for suggestions." 
 
    Mike spoke up, "I think we first need to see if we can contact anyone on the shortwave. Anyone. With all the survivalists around the world, I would assume there are a few still alive that can tell us what we face if we go home." 
 
    Ariel looked at him with wide eyes and said, "If?" 
 
    "Sorry," he said, "obviously we're going home sooner or later. Three of us were scheduled to head back in two weeks, but with what we've seen, you'd have to put us on the return capsule at gun point. That's assuming the return capsule even gets here." 
 
    "You don't think it's going to come, Mike?" asked Phil. 
 
    "Who's going to launch it or crew it? As far as we've seen, there's no one down there that will be coming up here and to tell you the truth, if someone did come up here, I'd be meeting them at the hatch with a gun." 
 
    I saw a few nods around the other four. 
 
    "Okay," I said, "we need to get a handle on our supplies and we need to begin rationing the food immediately. With the three of you NOT going home in two weeks and no supply ship coming up, we're going to hit a point where our food stuffs will run out. At that point, staying here becomes a non-issue." 
 
    I looked at Phil and asked, "What would you say our supplies look like in longevity?" 
 
    He looked at his notepad and then at me, "If we begin rationing now, cut our intake by half each day, we can stretch our stores to about eight weeks." 
 
    "Eight weeks is good, but it is a moot point," said Deb. 
 
    I looked at her, knowing what she was getting at. 
 
    "How long do you figure?" 
 
    "In less than six weeks we'll start to drag and it will only take a few hours after that for us to go down." 
 
    "Not exactly the way I intended to get back to Earth." 
 
    I could see Ariel and Phil weren't sure what she was talking about. 
 
    "What she means is that without Mission Control, we have no real way of making course corrections. Without those, in less than six weeks we'll start dragging through the atmosphere of Earth and it will slow us down to the point we will fall out of the sky within hours, so obviously, we're going to need to be off this station before that happens." 
 
    Phil asked, "We can't make those course corrections ourselves?" 
 
    "We can, but without someone at Mission Control to give us precise numbers for burns, who knows where we'd end up?  We'd just be guessing and being off by even one degree, we could crash sooner or we could mess up our orbit to the point we might fly into some elliptical orbit that would put us God knows where." 
 
    "So," he said, "we're going home in less than six weeks whether we want to or not." 
 
    "Correct." 
 
    Mike said, "So let's hope we get in touch with someone down there so we can find out what we're flying into." 
 
    "Alright, let's get to work. I want to go through this entire station, checking for anything that needs to be repaired that we can repair. I want to know the status of every last nut and bolt on this tub. If it's our home for the next five weeks, then it would be nice to know that it's going to last us that long." 
 
    The little meeting broke up and everyone headed off to their assigned areas to begin checking the station. Everyone except Mike. 
 
    "Trev, obviously we're going home in about five weeks. What are we going to do when we pop the hatch on the return capsule and stick our heads out?" 
 
    "Mike, this is as new to me as it is to you. I have no clue what waits for us down there. We could all be dead five minutes after stepping out of the capsule or we could find the demons have left and we're the only five people left on the planet." 
 
    "Or we could just ride the station into the atmosphere and go out in a blaze of glory." 
 
    "Well, like I said, not the way I intended to go home." 
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    "Commander! We got someone!" 
 
    I was in the sleep module, trying to get a few zzz's after pulling an all-nighter in the command module. The sound of Deb yelling back through the station was enough of an alarm to cause me to bounce right out of my rack. 
 
    It had been two weeks since we saw the video of the devastation at Mission Control and other than a repeating broadcast on a shortwave channel, we had heard nothing from Earth. 
 
    As I floated into the command module, I could see Deb was shaking with excitement. 
 
    "Commander Donovan, meet Todd Causey." 
 
    Just then a voice crackled from the speakers. 
 
    "Commander Donovan, how are you today?" 
 
    I could tell from the voice, we were talking to someone that was a bit older than us. 
 
    "Mr. Causey, our day just seems to have gotten a whole lot better. How are you, sir?" 
 
    "Well, better than most of the planet, I would say." 
 
    I looked at Deb and asked, "How long do we have?" 
 
    "Probably no more than ten minutes." 
 
    "Mr. Causey, we may only have about ten minutes before we go out of range. We need to get some information before we lose you." 
 
    "Okay, I'll tell you what I can, but what do you mean you will lose me?" 
 
    "Didn't you tell him, Deb?" 
 
    "No, sir. I hadn't gotten to that point." 
 
    "Told me what?" 
 
    "Mr. Causey, you are talking to the International Space Station. We're a little over two hundred and fifty miles over your head right now." 
 
    "So, this is the government talking to me." 
 
    "Well, NASA, so yes, I guess that would be the government." 
 
    "You're the ones that brought this apocalypse on us!" 
 
    "Sir, we've been on the station for more than four weeks now, some of us three months. I can assure you we didn't have anything to do with what is happening right now." 
 
    "Likely story. One day everything is just fine around here and then, BAM! We got demons from Hell running around killing everyone. I'm pretty sure it was the government that caused it." 
 
    "Sir, what happened?" 
 
    There was nothing, but silence. 
 
    "Mr. Causey." 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "Sir, please talk to us." 
 
    I looked at Deb and she said, "We shouldn't be out of range yet." 
 
    "First of all, stop calling me sir. I worked for a living." 
 
    I almost wanted to laugh when I heard him say that. 
 
    "So, you wore the uniform." 
 
    "Yes, I did. Korea, 1953. So, that would be Master Sergeant Causey to you, sir." 
 
    "Well, Sergeant Causey, we are going to be running out of food here in about four weeks, but we will need to abandon the ISS in less than three weeks. We'd sure like to know what we're going to be dropping into." 
 
    "Hell, Commander Donovan. That's what you'll be dropping into. Hell." 
 
    "We have less than two minutes, sir," said Deb. 
 
    "Sergeant, our time is fast coming to an end. Can you tell us quickly, what happened and how many people are left alive." 
 
    "We don't know exactly what happened. Some government lab in Illinois started up some sort of experiment that was supposed to allow them to see into another dimension and rumor has it, it got out of control and opened the door to Hell, allowing the demons from that awful place to come into our world. As for how many are left, that's impossible to say. I am the only person I've seen alive in the last three weeks, though I have talked to others on the radio." 
 
    The last part of his transmission was getting scratchy and I could tell we didn't have much time with him. 
 
    "Sergeant, we are about to lose you, so look for us to contact you again in about ninety minutes." 
 
    "Stick by your radio. I will get the word out to others and we'll see if we can set up a chain of people to talk to around the world. I am in Washington state, so I'll call a guy I know in Missouri and have him contact you in a few minutes." 
 
    "That would be great, sergeant." 
 
    "Sta …" 
 
    His signal went dead and I felt like the lifeline to this sinking ship had just been cut. I looked at Deb and she had a worried grin on her face. 
 
    "A doorway to Hell? Is it possible?" 
 
    "Deb, you know as much about it as I do." 
 
    "Personally, I think it's bullshit." 
 
    I turned to see Phil at the hatch. 
 
    "Really? Bullshit? After what we've seen and what we've just heard?" 
 
    "Yes, for there to be demons from Hell on Earth now, there would have to be a Hell. I don't believe in any of that superstitious crap." 
 
    I could feel Deb rise up from her seat and the glare from her eyes was very hot. I didn’t even have to look at her to know she was about to begin raging. 
 
    "You may not believe in it, but some of us do and until you can come up with a better explanation for what's happened, I'd say keep your mouth shut!" 
 
    "Hey hey hey," I said as I turned around and put a hand on her shoulder and eased her back into her seat. "Let's not start a war over religion here in the station." 
 
    "Damn right," said Phil. 
 
    "And you," I said, looking directly at him, "I tend to agree with her. Until we hear a better explanation, we'll go with demons from Hell because right now, it's the most logical explanation we have." 
 
    "Logical? Good grief," he said as he turned and moved back toward the crew module. 
 
    Mike was coming forward, followed by Ariel and as Phil went by, he said, "You might want to stay clear of the command center. They're starting to talk about God and Heaven and Hell up there. It might be contagious." 
 
    Mike floated into the module and shook his head. 
 
    "Don't pay him any mind, Deb. He's the most anti-God person on this station right now." 
 
    He looked at me and said, "So, we heard the exchange with the sergeant. What do you think?" 
 
    "I think we're not going to get the warm welcome home we were expecting." 
 
    Ariel laughed a little and said, "If it really is demons from Hell, our welcome could be quite warm." 
 
    I looked at her and then I couldn't help myself and I started laughing. Mike and Deb even joined us for a few seconds. 
 
    It was the first time any of us had laughed since the day we saw the video. For some reason, it felt better than we all felt it should have. 
 
    "ISS, this is Randy Barlow in Missouri. Come in." 
 
    I jumped when the speaker next to my head crackled to life and Mr. Barlow picked up the lifeline that had been cut after losing Sergeant Causey. 
 
    "Mr. Barlow, this is Commander Trevor Donovan of the ISS. It’s good to hear your voice and to find out today that there are others still alive in this part of the galaxy." 
 
    "Well, sir, I don’t know how good it is, but we’re here." 
 
    "From where we’re standing, you and the others like you are a godsend. As we told Mr. Causey, we are coming back to Earth in less than three weeks whether we like it or not. The ISS can’t stay up here indefinitely without Mission Control and we’ve already seen they are no longer an operation." 
 
    "Then, I would be very careful where you choose to set down. The demons seem to have concentrated themselves around the larger cities, but we have to be careful, even here in the country." 
 
    "How many are with you?" 
 
    "It's me and about a hundred others." 
 
    "A hundred others? The day is getting better with every word we hear." 
 
    "We were able to take refuge in the caverns that run through some of the mountains here in Missouri. For some silly reason, the demons are reluctant to come into the caverns looking for us." 
 
    "You have no idea why the demons won't venture into the caverns?" 
 
    "Oh, we know why. It’s because we’re pretty well armed here and we give them hell anytime they try to come in. They keep coming back and seem to be getting a little braver. We have had a couple of attacks over the last week or so, but have been able to fight them off." 
 
    "From what I remember of those caverns, you should be very well stocked for quite awhile." 
 
    "We have enough food and supplies to stay here for thousands of years, but obviously we'd like to get out of here and back above ground." 
 
    "I understand." 
 
    "Look, Todd Causey is already working on a string of radio operators working eastward and he should have you in continuous communication with Earth within the hour." 
 
    "We appreciate that. I really can't think of anything to ask you right now, unless you can tell us a little bit about these demons. We saw one kill a woman at Mission Control on our video feed, but other than Mr. Causey telling us they are from Hell, we don't know much about them." 
 
    "Sir, we'll lose him in less than three minutes." 
 
    "Thanks, Deb." 
 
    "Well, I can tell you they are not invincible, but they are also not easy to kill. I've killed a few, but it definitely takes more than a few bullets to bring one down. And they stink to high Heaven." 
 
    "They don't take too many baths, do they?" 
 
    "No, sir, they don't," said Randy with a laugh. 
 
    After a bit of a pause, he continued, "You say you're coming back in about three weeks. What will be your mode of transportation? Shuttle?" 
 
    "No, the shuttle has been mothballed, though I wouldn't mind having one right about now. No, we'll be coming back in a Soyuz return capsule." 
 
    "How accurate are you going to be with your landing?" 
 
    "We should be able to pick a spot from orbit and land within a mile of it." 
 
    "I only ask because we have more than enough food and supplies here and we could sure use all the help we can get. Especially if you have some scientist and medical types" 
 
    "You in need of medical assistance?" 
 
    "We have one doctor here, but he's an old cuss and he was injured in the dash to the caverns. He could use some help." 
 
    "We'll certainly keep that in mind. Let us continue talking to others around the world and we'll see how it goes, but I can tell you this, your offer is the best one we've heard all day." 
 
    "Well, it is an open off …" 
 
    "Signal lost, sir," said Deb. "But, we should still be in range. Sounds like it was cut off from his end." 
 
    I couldn't stop the feeling of losing a grasp on reality every time we lost comms with one of these radio operators. I knew we would be back around in ninety minutes, but there was always the dark feeling in the back of my mind that we might lose contact with them forever. 
 
    Deb appeared to know what I was thinking and said, "Don't worry commander. I'm building a freq list for all these stations as they come up and locations, so we'll know who we can contact at any time, day or night." 
 
    "Thanks, Deb." 
 
    I looked at Mike and Ariel. Both were smiling like a couple of Cheshire cats. 
 
    "What are you grinning about?" 
 
    "Well," said Mike, "we seem to have an invitation to visit that doesn't include demons eating our brains." 
 
    Ariel gasped and slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    "Eating our brains? Really? Is that what you think we need to hear right now?" 
 
    "Hey, I've watched zombie movies, Ariel. They always go for the brains." 
 
    "Well, I'd like to think I have other parts more tasty than my brains." 
 
    He grinned at her and winked, "Me, too." 
 
    She looked at me and asked, "What can you tell us about those caverns, commander?" 
 
    "There is a series of natural caverns in the sandstone mountains of Missouri that extend for miles. They've been carved on and extended and enlarged to the point they are big enough to drive large semi-trucks into. Large companies have been buying space and using them to store goods until they are shipped out to their final destination. The largest retail chain in the world has tons of goods in storage there. That's why Mr. Barlow says they have enough supplies to last for thousands of years." 
 
    "And he said there were only about a hundred people there," said Mike. "Sounds like there's plenty of room for the five of us, if we decide to set down there." 
 
    "Yes, it does." 
 
    Deb spoke up, "And he said something about killing demons and using a lot of bullets to do it. I'm guessing there are some weapons being stored in those caverns, too." 
 
    "Good point," I said. "With our two 9mm pistols, we're not exactly equipped for an all-out assault." 
 
      
 
    Over the next couple of hours, Deb and I stayed at the radio and made contact with fifteen more radio operators. Sergeant Causey had gone above and beyond the call of duty, getting the word out around the world, about our plight and what our plans were. 
 
    We ended up with invitations to land in five different locations around the world, but Randy's in Missouri seemed like the best we could hope for.  
 
    We missed talking to him the next time overhead, but the time after that, he came back on. He said there was a bit of contention with a couple of others in the community about giving out their location and inviting others to come there. The reason we had lost radio comms with him the first time was because someone else down there had cut the transmission and it took him about two hours to get them away from the radio and stay out of his hair. 
 
    And Deb was right. They had the inventory of a gun maker using the caverns as their storage facility. Not to mention some local survivalists using a couple of heavily fortified vaults in there for weapons and ammunition. They didn't survive, but their weapon's cache did. 
 
    Now, the only thing left to work out was … when. 
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    "I'm not going!" 
 
    I looked at Phil and couldn't believe what I was hearing. We were in the final stages of cutting loose from the ISS and heading back to Earth and for some reason, Phil was deciding he had no intention of leaving the station. 
 
    "What the hell do you mean, you're not going?" 
 
    "There is nothing down there worth going back to." 
 
    Ariel said, "Phil, this station is going down. One way or another, you're going back to Earth. At least in the return capsule you'll be alive when you get to the ground." 
 
    "Alive for what? To be killed by these demons that seem to have been given free reign over the Earth? No thank you." 
 
    "Mr. Barlow has already assured us he can get to us the second we land and get us safely back to the caverns." 
 
    "So, what are your plans, Phil?" I asked. "To ride the ISS into the atmosphere and die as a fiery comet?" 
 
    "My intention is to fire the thrusters after you leave and keep this station in orbit." 
 
    "You're not a pilot! You have no clue what you're supposed to do." 
 
    "I know more about moving this station than you think. I'll be here, safe and sound while you're fighting for your lives on Earth." 
 
    "Only for a few weeks." 
 
    "The station won't crash." 
 
    "I'm talking about the food situation. It won't last forever." 
 
    "I'm not going." 
 
    I threw my hands up and said, "Fine. I'm not going to force you into the capsule. If you want to stay here and die, so be it." 
 
    "You can't seriously be saying you'll leave him here?" asked Mike. 
 
    "Yes, Mike, I am. I am not going to endanger the safety of the rest of us by forcing someone into that capsule that doesn't want to be there." 
 
    "Please, Phil," implored Ariel, "think about this. You don't have to die in the station." 
 
    "I'd rather die here than go back to Earth and face that future. I can't believe you're all fine with this decision." 
 
    "A future on Earth, fighting demons, battling to stay alive," said Mike, "is much better than no future here on the station. I don't care what you think you know about moving this station and keeping it in the sky. You will go down in a fireball." 
 
    "I will outlive all of you," he said with a coldness I hadn't heard from him before. 
 
    "Alright, enough of this," I said. "He wants to stay, he stays. We have less than two hours to get ourselves ready and into the capsule. Let's get to it." 
 
      
 
    An hour and a half later, the four of us were being strapped into our seats by Phil. Even though he had no intention of going back to Earth and thought we were making a huge mistake, he still wanted to make sure we were secure for the ride home. 
 
    "It's not too late for you to change your mind, Phil." 
 
    "Commander, I've made my choice. Call me when you get to the caverns." 
 
    "Will do," I said as I extended my gloved hand to him. 
 
    We shook hands and he backed out of the capsule and then proceeded to lock up the hatch.  He gave me a thumbs up through the small window and then moved away and back into the station. 
 
    "We should have dragged him onto the capsule," said Deb softly. 
 
    "Maybe so," I said, "but we all have to face this in the way we think best. He never said it, but I think he's terrified to go back and face these demons and I'm thinking it's because he started to believe there really might be a Hell." 
 
    "Well," said Mike, "when he crashes into the atmosphere he's going to find out what Hell is really like." 
 
    "One minute to release," said Deb through the comms. 
 
    Ariel said, "Let's hope this Russian bucket of bolts and duct tape holds together for another twenty minutes." 
 
    Mike laughed and said in a Russian accent, "You no have faith in Russian technology? We send first dog into space." 
 
    Ariel laughed and said, "And you killed him!" 
 
    "Well, nothing is perfect, comrade." 
 
    Deb reached up and pressed the button for release and we could all feel the clamps release and the capsule started to drift away from the station. She used the joystick and buttons to use the small thrusters to clear us from the station. In about two minutes, she had us pointed directly at Earth. 
 
    Mike laughed and started a countdown. In Russian. 
 
    "Pyat … Cheytirye … Tree … Dva … Adeen … Go!" 
 
    He pressed a button and we were all slammed into the seats. The burn was only set to last for fifteen seconds and then it cut off.  
 
    Then Isaac Newton took over as the pilot. 
 
    It took less than two minutes for us to hit the upper reaches of the atmosphere and the real fun part of the ride began. I remember riding on bumper cars as a kid, but this ride was way rougher than that. I could only imagine a demolition derby might come close to the banging and rocking we were doing. 
 
    "Yeehaw!" yelled Mike into his comms. 
 
    I couldn't help, but laugh. A laugh seemed so out of place though, knowing we were dropping into a veritable warzone. Mike and I each had the pistols, but I didn't have any confidence they would be of much use if we needed to fight our way out of the capsule. 
 
    After about five minutes, the ride smoothed out and we had reached the upper cloud layers. 
 
    "Does it look like were on course?" 
 
    Mike looked at his screen and said, "Well, not having those cool dotted lines on the ground below, I can only guess we're coming down in Missouri." 
 
    "Miiiiike," Ariel said. 
 
    He giggled and said, "Easy sweetie. We are right on the money." 
 
    "Hey, watch what you say!" 
 
    Deb laughed and said, "Ariel, did you really think you two were a secret on the station? You were sneaking off to God knows where every chance you got." 
 
    "Oh," moaned Ariel. 
 
    Mike chimed in, "The return containers in the BEAM provide an excellent little, privacy space." 
 
    "MIKE!" 
 
    I had to laugh and said, "I never thought of looking for you two in there." 
 
    "Well, commander," said Mike, "it would not have been a pretty sight if you had found us." 
 
    "Oh, just shoot me now," cried Ariel. 
 
    "Okay, fun and games are over," said Deb. "we're less than one minute from touch down." 
 
    "Based on the readings from the remaining, working GPS satellites, we're coming down within three hundred meters of the planned site," said Mike. 
 
    "Not three hundred meters north, is it?" I asked. 
 
    "No, three hundred meters west, so no, we're not going to end up in the lake." 
 
    "That's good because I forgot to pack my swimsuit," said Ariel. 
 
    "Skinny dipping, sweetheart." 
 
    She tried to reach over and punch him in the shoulder, but her bulky spacesuit prevented any contact. 
 
    "Okay, guys, let's stop playing around until we're on the ground." 
 
    "Right, commander." 
 
    "We're passing 10,000 feet," called Deb. 
 
    "Thirty seconds to touch down," called Mike. 
 
    "7000 feet … 6000 … five." 
 
    Just then we felt the explosive bolts fire on top and knew the parachutes were coming out. 
 
    "2000!" 
 
    The chutes inflated and our momentum became a faction of what it had been in just a couple of seconds. We were slammed into our seats again and had the breath knocked out of us. 
 
    "Under 500 feet," gasped Deb. 
 
    "300 … 200 … 100, prepare for retro firing." 
 
    About ten feet off the ground, the retro rockets fired and for a split second, we hung motionless in the air, before falling the final few feet. We felt the heat shield crunch underneath us and then … nothing. 
 
    "Touchdown!" yelled Mike as he raised his arms as far as his suit would allow. 
 
    "Okay, I want everyone out of their suits before we open the hatch. If we have to make a run for it, out of the suits will be much faster." 
 
    Four people trying to climb out of bulky spacesuits in such a confined space was a thing of comedy. We were almost climbing on top of each other, trying to get out, but with help, we all made it free from the suits in less than five minutes. 
 
    Having been on the station for a few weeks, we were all feeling the effects of gravity and I was thankful for my rigorous schedule of exercise on the station for everyone. Though I could feel gravity working on me, I could tell it wouldn't take long for us to get our legs back. 
 
    I opened the locker on the wall and took the two pistols out and handed one to Mike. It took him all of two seconds to ram the clip in and charge a round into the chamber. Obviously he was a lot more comfortable with weapons than I was. 
 
    I looked at the mission clock on the console and saw we were exactly on time. 
 
    "Let’s hope Mr. Barlow saw us come down and is here," said Deb. 
 
    "I don’t think he’s going to leave us hanging." 
 
    I looked around and could see the time for joking and laughing was over. The other three were probably just as scared about opening that hatch as I was, but there was no reason to delay it any longer. 
 
    We couldn’t stay in the capsule forever. 
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    The sound of the latches opening on the hatch sounded like rifle shots to our ears and we were quite sure any demons within a hundred miles could hear them. But, we had just descended from two hundred and fifty miles, causing quite a light show and then came down under three large parachutes. If they didn’t pick up on that, the sounds of the latches weren’t going to give us away. 
 
    The four of us climbed out of the capsule and looked around. We had come down in a clearing of grass and wild flowers with what looked like an animal trail cutting right past us. We could see the lake off in the distance with the sun shining off its blue waters. 
 
    If we didn’t know better, we would have thought this was an ordinary spring day. The ground was a bit wet from recent rains and there were plenty of bees and other insects working the flowers all around us. 
 
    Mike had his pistol solidly in his hands, ready for just about anything. Ariel was standing right behind him, looking a lot less scared than I think she was feeling. The only thing she carried was a small shoulder bag that had medical supplies and a few personal items. Mike and I didn’t have any bags with us. 
 
    Deb carried a matching shoulder bag that contained all the mission logs. I’m not sure why she felt it was necessary to bring them, but I wasn’t going to tell her no. 
 
    Other than the occasional bee that came by to check us out, we didn’t see or hear anything else. Most worrisome was not seeing Barlow and his crew. We had a general idea of the direction we needed to go to reach the caverns, but we were told to stay near the capsule and they would come to us. 
 
    Right now, we were very much alone. 
 
    That didn’t last very long. A banshee scream came from across the clearing and we could see a demon moving quickly toward us. 
 
    "Deb, Ariel," I yelled, "back in the capsule, now!" 
 
    I didn’t have to tell Deb twice, but Ariel hesitated, not wanting to leave Mike out here. Deb grabbed her by the shoulder bag strap and dragged her to the hatch of the capsule and stuffed her in. 
 
    I heard a shot and looked. Mike was calmly looking down the barrel of his pistol and he wasn’t about to let the demon get any closer than he needed to. I stepped up next to him and raised my pistol and squeezed off a shot and the demon kept coming. 
 
    I could tell Mike was taking his time, calming his breathing and then, squeezed off the next round. This one took the demon down and it stayed down. 
 
    "Headshots, boss! Body shots won’t do it apparently!" 
 
    Before we had time to relax, two more demons came out of the tree line and started toward us. We could see their blades glinting in the sunlight. They were wearing dark brown robes with hoods over their heads and just like in the Mission Control video, we could not see their faces. 
 
    Mike lowered his weapon and just watched them come. He reached over and pressed my hands down, getting me to lower my pistol. 
 
    "Giving up already?" 
 
    "No, sir. It’s just they’re too far away to be effective. We need to wait for them to get a little closer." 
 
    "How much closer?" 
 
    "When I shoot, you shoot, sir. Aim for the head." 
 
    I realized he had lowered my weapon so I wouldn’t be holding it up and getting the shakes before the time to shoot. We just stood there, watching them come. 
 
    I could feel the eyes of Deb and Ariel on the backs of our heads and knew Mike and I weren’t just shooting to keep ourselves alive. The ladies were depending on us. 
 
    A couple of seconds later, Mike raised his gun and I followed his example, sighting down the barrel on the demon on the left. I tried to remember all of my weapons training in the Air Force, but I would have to admit that it wasn’t much. 
 
    Breathing and relax. 
 
    His shot startled me and it took me a second to compose myself and fire. Out the side of my vision, I saw his demon drop like a rock, but mine just kept coming. 
 
    It was less than fifty yards away and I sighted again. I saw Mike lower his pistol and knew he was going to let me take another shot. 
 
    I kind of wished he wouldn’t. 
 
    I focused again and squeezed the trigger and we could tell the bullet took a chunk off the side of the demon’s head, but it wasn’t enough to drop it. After staggering a couple of steps, it righted itself and charged us even faster. 
 
    Mike put an end to its charge with one well placed bullet. 
 
    "Okay, that’s four shots for me, leaving eleven in the pistol and fifteen more in my other clip," he said. "You fired twice, meaning you have twenty-eight rounds left between your two clips. It’s very important we keep a good count of our remaining rounds." 
 
    "Sorry for the miss," I said. 
 
    "Hey, sir, you didn’t miss. You slowed him down. The next time you’ll kill them." 
 
    We could hear the sound of a large truck, but it sounded a long way off. It was coming from behind us and with the trees back there, we couldn’t see anything. 
 
    The sound of the truck didn’t do anything to drown out the sound of three more demons screeching at us and coming across the field. 
 
    As Mike and I stood shoulder-to-shoulder, I said, "If you feel like taking a shot at any of these three, don’t ask for my permission." 
 
    We could hear the truck engine behind us, but it was still a long ways off and we were hoping Mr. Barlow and his crew would get here soon. 
 
    When Mike brought his pistol up, so did I and we both fired at the same time. This time, two of the demons tumbled through the grass and stayed down. The third one kept coming. 
 
    "These things must be dumber than dirt," said Mike. "They just keep coming." 
 
    He fired and missed because this demon was bobbing up and down as it ran, as if it had an injured leg. Mike fired again and got the same result. 
 
    "Shit!" 
 
    He took his time and sighted and was just about to pull the trigger when all hell broke loose. Large caliber rounds started flying past us, just over our heads and Mike grabbed me and threw me to the ground, landing on top of me. I heard Deb squeal behind us and she yanked the hatch closed on the capsule. 
 
    We could hear the bullets continue to fly and we both raised up a little and saw the rounds were tearing the demon to pieces. When it fell, it tumbled a couple of times and ended up stopping about two feet from our faces. 
 
    We jumped up and looked behind us to see a man, late thirties, maybe early forties, coming down from the tree line. He had a very large machine gun hoisted over his shoulder and he looked big enough to fire the thing from his hip if he chose to do so. 
 
    When he finally reached us, he was a mountain of a man, with full beard, a plaid shirt that looked like it was ready to burst at the seams and a Skoal hat shading his eyes from the sun. 
 
    "Sorry about the closeness of those rounds, fellers, but I don’t think I had time to warn you." 
 
    "Randy Barlow, I presume." 
 
    "At your service. You must be Commander Donovan. I recognize the voice." 
 
    He held out his hand and we shook and he looked at Mike, who was giving him the stink eye. 
 
    "You must be Mike Stevens," he said holding out his hand. 
 
    Mike was reluctant to shake, but he went ahead. 
 
    "Those rounds were a little too close." 
 
    "Sorry, sir," said Randy as he walked past him and stepped over to the dead demon. "It didn’t look like I had much time from where I sat." 
 
    He looked back at Mike and smiled. 
 
    Mike said, "Next time, fire one round about ten feet over our heads. I guarantee you we will hit the dirt and then you can light the place up." 
 
    I stepped up to Mike and said, "You’ll have to forgive Captain Stevens, Mr. Barlow. He was special forces before he became an astronaut and he was a weapons expert, among other things." 
 
    "Special forces? Alright," said Randy. "I promise not to shoot in your general vicinity again if it can be helped." 
 
    Mike took a couple of deep breaths and then held out his hand and shook Randy’s again. 
 
    "Other than the close shave you gave us, that was some damn fine shooting." 
 
    "You’re welcome and I’d like to stay and get to know you better, but we need to get the hell out of here. Where are the other three?" 
 
    "Two," I said as Mike walked to the capsule and pounded on the hatch. 
 
    "Who’s there?" we heard Ariel call from inside. 
 
    "You know damn good and well who it is." 
 
    "What’s the secret password?" 
 
    "The secret password is if you don’t get your asses out here, we’re leaving you here for the demons to eat your brains." 
 
    The hatch flew open and Ariel looked out. 
 
    "Always with the eating of brains with you guys." 
 
    He helped them both out of the capsule and when they got themselves together, they were both taken aback by the size of the man standing in front of them. 
 
    "Ladies, this is Mr. Barlow and he will be our savior today." 
 
    Ariel smiled and nodded and Deb looked at him like she was looking at a very nice piece of meat. 
 
    "Ariel and Deb," I said, pointing to each one. 
 
    "Ladies," said Randy with a nod. "Oh, by the way, the brains is usually the last thing they go for. They usually start with legs and arms." 
 
    Ariel punched Mike in the shoulder and said, "I told you." 
 
    Mike harrumphed and walked past Randy to the dead demon. He crouched down and pulled the hood back off the demon’s head. As he was doing that, a large military truck came crashing through the brush behind us and pulled up next to the capsule. 
 
    I walked over and looked down at the demon. Where there used to be a head, before Randy had obliterated it, was a gooey mess and a lot of shattered bone. 
 
    "We won’t learn much from this one," he said. 
 
    Randy walked up and said, "If you’re looking to learn something about them, we have a few corpses back at the caverns. Which I would suggest we get on the road to right now. The sun will set in about an hour and we’re at least thirty minutes from the entrance." 
 
    "Let’s go, Mike." 
 
    He reached out and pulled the blade from the clawed hand of the demon and stood up. He looked the blade over and then nodded at me. We turned and headed toward the truck. After helping the ladies climb into the back of the truck, Mike and Randy climbed in and I got pointed to the cab of the truck. I walked forward and climbed in next to the driver, who turned out to be a sixteen-year-old girl. 
 
    "Trevor Donovan," I said as I held out my hand. 
 
    She shook it and said, "Michelle Barlow." 
 
    "Barlow. Randy your dad?" 
 
    "Uncle. Daddy was killed when the first demons showed up." 
 
    "I’m sorry to hear that." 
 
    She nodded and then threw the truck into gear and wheeled us around the capsule and then back up the hill and into the brush and trees. 
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    The caverns turned out to be even bigger than I imagined. The truck passed through the entrance that was high enough we could have stacked two trucks on top of each other and they would have gone through with no trouble. The entrance was wide enough for four trucks to drive in and out side-by-side and do so comfortably. 
 
    When we got about a hundred yards into the tunnels, we came to a blockade that looked like it was made out of large logs and some scrap metal. There was a gate in the middle that swung open and I could see a couple of other fifty caliber machine guns pointing out, aimed back down the tunnel. 
 
    After moving through the gates, I looked back to see them closing behind us. 
 
    "How effective are those gates at keeping the demons out?" 
 
    Michelle said, "We’ve had a couple of breaches, but they do work for the most part." 
 
    "How did the demons get in when they broke in?" 
 
    "They came in when a truck was coming through the gate." 
 
    "You mean, like we just did." 
 
    "Correct, sir, and I have to warn you, there are some here that were against opening the gates to go out and get you. Some were saying we should just leave you out there and not chance another attack by the demons." 
 
    "Well, I'm glad someone was able to convince them to let you and your uncle come and get us." 
 
    "That someone is my uncle. When he says he's going to do something, no one is really willing to stand up to him." 
 
    "Where do you stand on the issue?" 
 
    "Sir, I am just a sixteen-year-old girl. No one really takes what I have to say seriously." 
 
    "Michelle, I take you very seriously. You're a survivor in this rough days. You've seen a lot more than any sixteen-year-old girl should have to see and in my book, that makes anything you have to say worth listening to." 
 
    She looked at me for a moment, taking in what I had just said and then spoke. 
 
    "I stand behind my uncle, but I do have to say I was scared to death about opening the gates and going out there. But no one else would step up and go with him." 
 
    I looked into her eyes and could see the eyes of a woman who had grown up way too fast. No teenage girl should have to go through what she was going through. She should have been going to high school and talking with her girlfriends about how dumb boys were. She should have been trying to fight off horny, teenage boys instead of demons and trying to survive one day to the next. 
 
    "Scared or not, I'm glad you came to get us." 
 
    She nodded as she pulled the truck into a shallow alcove and shut off the engine. I climbed down and walked to the back of the truck just in time to help Deb and Ariel down. 
 
    As I looked around I saw a group of about ten people coming toward us. 
 
    "So, these are our returning astronauts," said one of the men as they got closer. 
 
    Randy jumped down from the truck and hauled the machine gun out and hefted it on his shoulders. Michelle walked around from the other side of the truck and he handed it off to her. A fifty caliber machine gun is no laughing matter when it comes to weight, but she took it easily and headed for the barricade. 
 
    "Yes, Simon, these are the astronauts and they landed pretty much where we expected them to. Even had a little action with demons when they climbed out of their capsule." 
 
    Simon reached out and shook my hand and went down the line, introducing himself to each of us. 
 
    "I’m Simon Tarsbury. I have a farm just down the road from here. My boy here," he said pointing to a young man in his mid-twenties, "is Calvin. He was in the army when all this happened and was lucky enough to be stationed just over the hill at Fort Carlson. He was the only one from the base to make it here." 
 
    Calvin was a strapping young man, dressed in fatigues and had sergeant stripes on his collar. He had a cold, no nonsense look about him. 
 
    "Sergeant Carlson," I said, extending my hand, "good to have you here with us." He shook my hand, but he never said a word. 
 
    Randy spoke up, "Simon here is the closest thing we have to a mayor if you want to call it that." 
 
    I could feel a little bit of tension in his voice as he talked to Simon, like there was some hostility between them. 
 
    Then, looking at Simon, he said, "I was thinking of taking them down to F128 and getting them settled in." 
 
    "Sounds good, Randy. Let them know about dinner and we'll set aside some time to talk then." 
 
    He nodded to him and then had the four of us follow him. We didn't have much in the way of bags, so we just went along with him. Before we had gotten more than a hundred yards, Michelle caught up to us and walked along with Deb. 
 
    "So you were really in space just an hour ago?" 
 
    Deb looked at her and said, "Yes, we were. Commander Donovan and I were on the station for the last four months and Mike and Ariel came up about a month ago." 
 
    "It must be nice to be up there and see the Earth and be so far away from the troubles down here." 
 
    "It's amazing to look down and see the planet from up there. A once in a lifetime experience that I guess we may not get to do again anytime soon." 
 
    "If ever," said Michelle softly. 
 
    "We will, sweetie. Someday." 
 
    After walking for a few minutes we came to a crossroads in the tunnels and there was a large "F" on a sign pointing each way down the crossing tunnels. 
 
    "This is the F tunnel and there are sections off to each side of the tunnel, all the way to each end." said Randy. "Sections 1 through 100 are to the left and 101 through 200 are to the right. Most everyone living in the tunnels is here in the F tunnel or E tunnel." 
 
    He pointed down the central tunnel and said there were fifteen more tunnels just like this one and five we had passed already to get here. 
 
    He turned us to the right and took us about a hundred yards down and there was an alcove that had a metal wall built across it and a door set into that. He pulled the door open wide and let the light from the tunnel in. It was still quite dank and musty smelling. 
 
    Walking over to one wall, he flipped a switch and lights came on in points along the ceiling. This room was easily as big as a large house and it was empty. 
 
    "This is home," he said.  
 
    "Nice," said Ariel. "Not very private though." 
 
    "I was all for giving you each a room, but Simon said no to that idea. Said we needed to keep people together and conserve power, such as the lights. Those are run on a generator." 
 
    I said, "Compared to the tin can we've been living in for the past few months, this is a palace. I'm hoping we can find things like beds and such." 
 
    "Absolutely," he said. "If you go down to H100, that was one of the sections taken by a department store chain. There are beds, bedding, furniture and just about anything else you'll need. There are dollies there so you won't need to carry things back here. If you go across the tunnel from that section, to H99, you will find lots of things like office wall sections, crates and other things you can use to build walls and such in here." 
 
    I looked at him and decided I needed to get a little information from him, but didn't want the entire group there for this. 
 
    "Ladies, why don't you head over to H100 and start pulling things together and Mike and I will be there shortly to help bring the stuff back here." 
 
    Deb and Ariel looked at me and weren't too sure about going off in this strange place, but Michelle offered to go with them and show them where everything was. 
 
    After they left, I turned to Randy and said, "I noticed a lack of warm fuzzies between you and Simon back there. Anything we need to know about?" 
 
    Randy looked at me and then at Mike. Then he turned and walked over to the door and pulled it closed and even slid the lock closed. I could feel Mike tense up, as if he was getting ready for a fight, but I hoped it wouldn't come to that. Randy was big enough to break us both in half without even breathing hard. 
 
    "Yes, sir, there is something you need to know and you should hear it now, before you hear it from Simon. When I said Simon was the mayor of these here caverns, the word I would have preferred to use would have been dictator." 
 
    I looked at Mike and saw him relax, but I also saw his face get a couple of shades redder. 
 
    "When the trouble started," Randy continued, "Simon and Calvin high-tailed it into these caverns and basically shut the gates, locking everyone else outside. As people started finding their way here, he made them swear an oath to follow his lead or he would leave them outside for the demons to kill." 
 
    "How did Calvin get here from the base so quickly?" 
 
    "He was on leave when all this came down. He was at home. Did you notice the sidearm he's carrying?" 
 
    Mike said, "Beretta 9mm pistol." 
 
    "Correct, sir. And he isn't shy about using it. He is Simon's muscle. I'd break his neck and take it away from him, but if anything happened to me, Michelle would be all alone and Calvin seems to think he has some sort of claim on her. I can't leave her alone with him breathing down her neck." 
 
    The red in Mike's face was truly something to behold. I was beginning to think he could light up the whole room all by himself. I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder and told him to calm down. 
 
    I looked at Randy and said, "Anyone else here know of Mike's past besides you?" 
 
    "I don't see how they could. I haven't talked to anyone yet and I don't think Michelle heard what we said back at the field." 
 
    "Good," said Mike. "Keep it to yourself for the time being. When the time comes, I'll introduce him to the Special Forces way of doing things." 
 
    "I don't want to see anyone else get hurt," said Randy. 
 
    "Mr. Barlow," I said, "we aren't going through a very dark period in our history just to be under the boot of a tyrant." 
 
    "If anyone gets hurt," said Mike, "it will be those two." 
 
    Okay," said Randy, "but I do have one thing to ask. Please call me Randy. Mr. Barlow was my dad." 
 
    I smiled and held out my hand and said, "Randy, I'm Trevor and this is Mike. As a matter of fact, Mike, I think it's about time for all of us to be on a first name basis. No more sir." 
 
    "Yes, sir … err … you got it Trev." 
 
    I laughed and said, "Let's go find the ladies and see what kind of frilly crap they're thinking of decorating this place with." 
 
    Even Randy had to laugh about that. 
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    I was completely amazed. 
 
    The ladies had foregone the frilly stuff and went right for the practical and utilitarian. Between the three of them, they had pulled mattresses and bedding into the tunnel and started getting some chairs and tables out. Mike, Randy and I started loading things onto the dollies and hauling them back to the room and stacking them inside. 
 
    When we had enough furniture to make life comfortable, we went to the storage section across the tunnel and started pulling wall sections and when Mike looked at them, he shook his head. 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "Well, sir … Trev … Ariel and I might want to get a little frisky now and then and this isn't going to give us much privacy." 
 
    Randy looked at him and smiled. 
 
    "You two an item?" 
 
    "You might say that." 
 
    Randy thought about it for a moment. Michelle, who had heard every word of that exchange said, "Uncle, F130 is also empty." 
 
    "I know, but Simon said to put them in this section." 
 
    He looked at Mike and Ariel and then said, "But, you know what, maybe it's time to push against the boundaries." 
 
    Ariel looked at him, then at Mike. 
 
    "What does he mean?" 
 
    Mike didn't answer her directly. He looked at Michelle 
 
    "Michelle, I hear you might be a little apprehensive about our man, Calvin." 
 
    She let out a slow, long breath and said, "That would be an understatement. I can't stand to be anywhere near him." 
 
    He turned and looked at Ariel and said, "Ariel, sweetie, you and I are breaking up." 
 
    The look on her face was one of horror. 
 
    "What?!" 
 
    "Only for a little while," he said. 
 
    "Michelle," he said looking back at the teen, 'would you sit with me at dinner this evening?" 
 
    "Mike," I said, "do you think now is the time." 
 
    "Trev, these people have lived under this bullshit for far too long. If it's okay with you, it ends tonight." 
 
    Randy spoke, "I think that may be a little hasty, Mike. I think you should step back for a couple of days and get the lay of the land before you try to take on Calvin." 
 
    Mike looked at him and then at me. 
 
    "I think he's right. We're not even here a few hours and we don't really have the complete picture. Waiting a couple of days won't hurt anything." 
 
    "Okay," he said, but I could tell it was pretty hard for him to say it. 
 
    "But," I said, "don't hesitate to take action if you absolutely need to." 
 
    He nodded to me and that was the end of that. 
 
    "Okay," said Ariel, "are we broken up or not?" 
 
    "Not tonight, sweetie," he said as he kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    We finished hauling everything we could think of back to the room and Randy opened up F130 next door and Ariel and Mike decided it looked like a wonderful home to them. Never mind the dirt walls and dank, musty smell. 
 
    They were thinking of it as their own little love den. 
 
    Over the next couple of hours, we set up the two rooms. Deb and I made partitions and walls from crates and wall sections toward the back of our room. Then we set up a table and chairs near the front and that was going to be our little conference area for the four of us. 
 
    Randy took off, saying he had duties he had to attend, but told us dinner was going to be in about an hour in A005. 
 
    Michelle stayed with us to help us get settled and when we finished, we sat at the table and Mike and Ariel came over and joined us. Mike and I filled in the ladies on what Randy had told us about Simon and Calvin. By the time we were finished, the two ladies were ready to take up arms and mount an insurrection of their own. 
 
    Ariel reached over and patted Michelle’s hand and said, "Don't you worry, honey. He ain't gonna lay a hand on you." 
 
    Michelle smiled and then her smile faded. 
 
    "You two should know something," she said. "Simon has to approve of everything that goes on here and that includes couples getting together. He isn’t going to like that you two are together without his permission and he certainly won’t like it that you have taken a room all to yourselves." 
 
    Mike looked across the table and said, "This just gets better and better." 
 
    "I’m wondering why we even came back from the station," mumbled Deb. 
 
    "We came back because this is our home and we’re not going to let some two-bit thug take it away from us." 
 
    Everyone looked at me and I could tell we were all in agreement. It was going to be interesting to find out what we were up against over the next few days. One thing was for certain, we came home to a new planet and now we were planning our first revolution. 
 
    Looking at Michelle, I asked, "Just what makes him think he gets to decide who is seeing who?" 
 
    "He used to be a preacher before all this happened. It is his contention that all of this is because of the sinful ways of man and it is payback from God." 
 
    "Well, I don’t know about that, but I can feel his days as a leader of this community are fast coming to an end." 
 
      
 
    Dinner time came and we all left the room and Michelle led us to the section being used as the community mess hall. It was set up with military style kitchen setups and was manned by various men and women, who looked like they had been on their feet for days on end. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the way of food, but what they had smelled better than anything I’d eaten on the ISS for the past four months. It was mostly just heated canned food. 
 
    Randy joined us for dinner and I was able to ask him some more questions. 
 
    "What is the water situation like here?" 
 
    "There is a spring about halfway up the hills behind the entrances and we’ve drilled into it and now have it piped into storage tanks near the back of the caverns." 
 
    "Any chance of it running dry?" 
 
    "It hasn’t in over a hundred years, so I don’t see it happening anytime soon." 
 
    "Sounds good," I said. "After dinner, I’d like to get a look at those demon corpses you say are here." 
 
    "I’d love to show them to you, but we’ll have to get Simon’s approval first. I don’t see him being a problem there, but I can’t guarantee that." 
 
    "Who else wants to see the dead demons?" I asked. 
 
    Mike chimed in like I knew he would, but Deb was a little less than enthusiastic about the idea. 
 
    "Ariel, I think, as the medical officer in our group, your expertise will be quite valuable in examining them." 
 
    "If you say so, sir. I’d like to find out myself if we really are dealing with demons from Hell or something else entirely." 
 
    "I’ve already seen enough of them to know I don’t want to see anymore up close," said Michelle. 
 
    "Why don’t you stay here," said Deb, "and fill me in a little more on life here in the caverns." 
 
    "I can do that." 
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    Randy took the three of us toward the front of the caverns and we found Simon and Calvin in their rooms. When I say "their" rooms, I mean each one had their own room and they were both set up with the nicest furnishings you could probably find in the storage vaults. 
 
    When Randy said what we were looking for, Simon looked like he didn’t want to let us at the corpses. Like it was some secret item that only he should have access to and giving anyone else access would somehow diminish his power. In the end, he gave us the okay to examine the demons, but said we could only do so with Calvin along to keep an eye on us. 
 
    "What do you think we’re going to do? Steal a corpse for our own pleasure?" asked Mike. 
 
    "I just don’t like the thought of unlocking the vault they are stored in. I didn’t even want them brought in here, but Randy did it anyway, against my express wishes." 
 
    "They’re dead, aren’t they?" I asked. "If they’re dead, then it makes sense to bring in any corpse we can get our hands on, so we can examine them and see what we’re up against." 
 
    "I can tell you what we’re up against. This is punishment from God for the wicked ways of men. They won’t stop coming until we turn back to God or we are all wiped out." 
 
    Simon looked at me and I could see the wheels turning between his ears, trying to figure out a way to decline my request. In the end, he knew he didn’t have any way to stop me and I had no problem with Calvin coming with us. 
 
      
 
    When the door to the vault housing the corpses was pulled open, the stench hit us full-on in the face. I was very sure I was about to ralph all over the floor, but I was able to keep it down. 
 
    Calvin stepped back and away from the door. When I looked at him, wondering if he was going to show us inside and maybe turn on a light, he just backed up. 
 
    "Don’t like going in there?" 
 
    "If I can help it. After you’ve done your examination, I’ll be right here to lock up." 
 
    I nodded, but then had a bit of an epiphany. I asked Randy in a low voice if there was any reason he needed to go in. He said no, so I asked him to stay just outside the door. I had this vision in my head of Calvin closing the door after we all went in and locking us in. I could tell by the look on Calvin’s face that he had been thinking that very thing. 
 
    "Be careful and keep an eye on him," I whispered to the big guy. 
 
      
 
    Inside the room, we found five corpses laid out on low tables and covered in military tarps. Mike and Ariel were looking at the first covered corpse and they were both reluctant to lift the tarp. Mike had already seen a dead demon at the landing site, but this was going to be a first for Ariel and I think he was worried about how she’d handle it. 
 
    I looked at her and asked, "You ready for this?" 
 
    "Are you kidding me? How can I ever be ready for what’s under that tarp?" 
 
    I shrugged and she said, "Go ahead. Let’s get this over with." 
 
    I stepped toward the head of the table and lifted the tarp. Then I pulled it down, uncovering the upper half of the demon’s body. The smell was even worse once the body was uncovered. 
 
    It was quite obvious these corpses had been dead for quite some time. They were shrunken and dried out, with their skin pulled back over whatever passed for a skeleton inside them. The one we were looking at had lost an eye during whatever battle he had been in and most of his teeth. 
 
    At least, I think it was a he. Lifting the tarp and looking about halfway down its body, it was impossible to tell whether it was male or female. None of the plumbing was there. 
 
    I looked across the table at Ariel and I could see she was going a bit green in the face. She might have thought she was ready for this, but I could tell this was nothing like what she had seen during her time dissecting cadavers during medical school. 
 
    I stepped around and pulled down the tarps on the other four corpses and saw pretty much the same thing. All had died from head wounds, except for one. That one had been decapitated. 
 
    Like they always said, kill the head, it’s dead. 
 
    I looked at the five corpses and then called out, "Sergeant Tarsbury, could you come here for a second?" 
 
    He stepped to the door, but no further. 
 
    "Where were these five killed?" 
 
    "They got inside the gates during a time when the trucks were coming in." 
 
    "Any civilians killed when they got in?" 
 
    "About twenty." 
 
    "Twenty? Twenty people died from these five demons?" 
 
    "That is correct." 
 
    Mike was looking at him and then looked at me. 
 
    "Whatcha thinking, boss?" 
 
    "I’m not sure yet, Mike. I’m going to have to think about this for a bit." 
 
    I looked over and saw Ariel plunge a knife into the chest of the demon she was examining. She used the super-sharp knife to open its chest. I looked at Mike with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "Do you really think it was wise to arm her and Deb with those knives?" 
 
    He laughed and said, "Don’t piss them off." 
 
    Ariel looked up at me with a grin on her face. As Mike and I walked over, we were able to get a good look at the inside of the body and it appeared they weren’t very different from us. They appeared to have the same organs we have. Everything looked to be in the right places. It’s just they were black on the inside and in keeping with their smaller stature, their organs were smaller than ours. 
 
    We studied the body for another five minutes or so and decided we weren’t going to learn anything further, so we covered the corpses and left the room. We could hear Calvin locking the door behind us. 
 
    Randy walked beside me and said, "Those twenty that died, met their end because Calvin panicked and didn’t get the gates closed like he should have." 
 
    I nodded and then looked at Mike. 
 
    "The picture of this place is becoming clearer with every passing minute." 
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    That evening, the four of us sat together at dinner and Randy and Michelle joined us. 
 
    We could tell Calvin was trying to get a little attention from Michelle in the serving line and asked her to join him at his table. When she came and sat at our table, between the two ladies, it was easy to read the anger on his face. 
 
    During the time we were in public, it was decided Mike and Ariel should appear as no more than friends for the time being. When the time came to put Mike’s plan into action, it wouldn’t look too cool to have him start spending time with Michelle if he’d already shown his affection for Ariel. 
 
    I have never seen two people more miserable than those two when they couldn’t even make sexy eye contact with each other. 
 
    Mike did make sure to let Calvin catch him looking at Michelle a couple of times, just to grease the gears for later. 
 
    Little did I know that Mike’s plan was never going to be needed. Much to Ariel’s relief. 
 
    After dinner, we all got up and were walking away from the tables when the night was shattered by the sound of multiple 50-cal machine guns going off.  
 
    "Oh no," gasped Michelle. 
 
    "What’s going on?" I asked her. 
 
    "Attack on the gate!" 
 
    Mike broke into a run toward the gate and I sent the ladies back to our section. I told them where the pistols were hidden and told them to arm themselves. I wanted them to take Michelle with them, but she would have none of it. She took off for the gate and I ran to follow her. 
 
    When we got there, I looked up into the framework of scaffolding behind the gates. There were platforms built at various levels and on those platforms were four machine gun emplacements, two on each side of the gate and all four guns were blazing away. 
 
    I could hear Mike on one of the platforms, yelling at one of the gun crews to slow down. I knew immediately what he was getting at and I climbed up to an emplacement on the other side, with the intention of doing the same thing. What I found when I got there could not have surprised me more. 
 
    Manning the machine gun was what appeared to be a ten-year-old boy and he was being helped by a young girl of about the same age. 
 
    "What the hell are you shooting at?" I yelled as I looked through a peephole. I couldn't see anything, but tracers from the guns going down range. 
 
    The boy had a look of terror in his eyes as he looked up at me. 
 
    "Someone saw something moving out there." 
 
    "Someone?" 
 
    The gun above us was still firing and I turned to Michelle and told her to get up there and tell them to stop. She climbed the scaffolding like she had been doing it all her life and within seconds, the gun stopped firing and quiet was restored. 
 
    "What the hell are you doing up there?" 
 
    I turned and looked down to see Simon staring up at me with fire in his eyes. Calvin was standing right behind him and I couldn’t help, but notice his hand resting on his pistol. 
 
    I turned and yelled up, "Michelle." 
 
    "Yeah?" 
 
    "Stay up there and keep a watch outside. Send that gun crew down to the ground right now." 
 
    I could hear Simon yelling, "You can’t do that! We need them on the wall!" 
 
    I turned and looked at the two kids next to me and said, "Down, now." 
 
    They didn’t waste any time in heading for the ground and before I started down behind them, I looked over and saw Mike was clearing those crews from his side of the gate, too. The crew from above climbed down past me and they were a couple of girls, maybe twelve-years-old, at most. 
 
    When we all reached the ground and Mike brought his group of youngsters over, I just shook my head. 
 
    Simon came storming up and yelled, "I asked you what the hell are you doing?" 
 
    It took every ounce of energy I possessed to keep from knocking him flat on his ass. 
 
    "What the hell are these kids doing manning these machine guns?" I yelled back. 
 
    I could see the veins in his neck pumping wildly as his face got beet red. If he wasn’t a full six inches shorter than me and about twenty years older, he probably would have taken a swing at me. 
 
    A group of adults started crowding around our little group and Randy stepped through them and stopped next to me. The kids from the gun crews all crowded together, off to the side and Mike moved to where he was standing about two steps behind Calvin. 
 
    "This is how we do things here. The kids have every bit as much responsibility for defending these caverns as the adults do." 
 
    "I don’t see any adults on the guns! Where are they?" 
 
    One of the ladies behind Simon spoke up, "He puts the children up there because he thinks they’re more expendable." 
 
    Simon turned and looked at her and told her to shut her mouth or there would be consequences.  
 
    I could see Deb and Ariel coming up to the back of the group and knew they were now armed. The last thing I wanted was a full-blown fire fight here at the gate, but this had to end right now. 
 
    "These kids will no longer be used in this manner," I said as clearly as I could. 
 
    I turned and looked at the kids and said, "Go to your parents right now." 
 
    "Some of us don’t have parents," said the little girl from the platform I had climbed. 
 
    I could feel the wind get sucked out of me as I looked into her fearful, blue eyes. I put a hand on her shoulder and patted it. 
 
    "Okay, those of you who do have parents, go to them right now. The rest of you just stay right here." 
 
    About half the group moved past Simon and into the arms of their mothers and fathers. I looked at Simon and could tell he was getting ready to explode and I decided it was best to have it done and over with right then. 
 
    "You don’t have the authority to do this!" he screeched at me. 
 
    He stepped up in front of me and was looking up at me. I could see the white foam of spit on the corners of his mouth and knew he was seriously unhinged. I glanced at Calvin, who hadn’t drawn his weapon, but his fingers were firmly around the grip. And Mike was about one step closer to him. 
 
    "Your authority ends tonight," I said in a calm, cool voice. 
 
    With those words, Calvin pulled his pistol and started to bring it up. It didn’t get past his waist. Mike kicked him in the back of one knee and he went down hard. In the same instant, Mike grabbed Calvin’s gun hand and twisted the pistol to the side and locked it against his finger that was now bent backwards. I could hear the finger snap and Calvin screamed like a little girl. 
 
    Mike leaned down and growled into Calvin’s ear, "Michelle isn’t going to want to have anything to do with a bitch that screams like that." 
 
    "You broke my finger, asshole!" 
 
    "Yeah? You’re lucky I don’t break your neck." 
 
    I turned to Randy and asked, "Are all the weapons in these caverns kept in one place?" 
 
    "Yes, they are locked up in two sections down at the other end of A tunnel." 
 
    "And the keys?" 
 
    He looked right at Simon, who tried to back away from me. I reached out and grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him back. 
 
    "I will only say this once. Give me the keys." 
 
    All the fire had gone out of Simon’s eyes and the only thing I could see now was pure fear. He struggled to get his hand into his pants pocket and he pulled out a ring of about twenty keys and handed them to me. 
 
    I yelled up, "Michelle, can I trust your uncle?" 
 
    I saw Randy’s eyebrows go up, but they came back down when she yelled back down, "More than any man I know, sir." 
 
    I handed him the ring of keys and said, "You’re in charge of the weapons vault. Change the locks down there and make sure it’s secure." 
 
    He nodded as he took the keys and put them in his pocket. 
 
    Mike had disarmed Calvin and pulled him to his feet and pushed him forward. He was holding his broken hand and there were tears streaming down his face. 
 
    "Really, Calvin," called down Michelle, "Crying?" I could almost hear the glee in her voice. 
 
    I wanted to laugh, but I yelled up at her, "Hey, no gloating, young lady. Aren’t you supposed to be watching the entrance to the caverns?" 
 
    "Sorry, sir! I’m on it!" 
 
    I released my hold on Simon’s shirt and he stepped away from me. I looked around at the group that was gathered around us. 
 
    "How many of you voted for Simon to be in charge?" 
 
    Simon whipped around and looked, hoping to frighten them into raising their hands. He was sorely disappointed to see not one hand go up. 
 
    One of the ladies said, "He and Calvin scurried into the caverns as soon as the attacks came. When the rest of us started showing up here, they wouldn’t let us in unless we pledged allegiance to them." 
 
    A man spoke up from the back, "One family was taken by the demons from right out front, because they hesitated and didn’t get inside in time." 
 
    I looked at Simon and asked, "You just let them die?" 
 
    "I run this place!" 
 
    "Not anymore." 
 
    I looked back at the group and said, "Over the next couple of days, you’re going to need to choose someone to be in charge. Someone you trust." 
 
    The same guy in the back said, "I don’t need a couple of days, sir. I’d like for you to be in charge." 
 
    I could see almost every head in the group nod in agreement. 
 
    "Hold on folks, you don’t even know me." 
 
    A teenage boy spoke up, "Weren’t you the commander of the International Space Station?" 
 
    I smiled at him and said, "Yes, I was, but we didn’t have demons running around on the station. Well, Mike there was the closest thing we had to a demon, but we liked him and kept him around." 
 
    He laughed and said, "Thanks, boss." 
 
    The man at the back spoke up again, "I think I know everything I need to know about you, sir. I'd be happy if you took over the leadership of this place." 
 
    It took less than five seconds for the rest of the group to agree with him and I was now in charge of over a hundred lives, with demons prowling around our front door. 
 
      
 
    One of the mothers in the group whispered, "Kaylee, come here," as she motioned to one of the orphans. 
 
    I looked down at Kaylee and she was apprehensive. I looked back at the mother. 
 
    "They don’t need to sleep here at the gates anymore, do they, sir?" she asked. "We have room for one and I’m sure we can find room for the others." 
 
    I turned and looked at the scaffolding and saw sleeping bags and other items that told me the kids had been forced to spend all their time at the gates. 
 
    I turned and looked at Simon. 
 
    "Really? You forced them to sleep up here? And I thought all the demons were on the outside." 
 
    I walked over and patted Kaylee on the shoulder and said it was okay if she wanted to go with the woman and she bolted into her arms. Within seconds, the other orphans were offered places with the other families and that was taken care of. 
 
    I looked at Randy and asked, "Is there some place secure we can put these two until we decide what to do with them?" 
 
    "Oh, we have just the place." 
 
    I turned back to the crowd and said, "Tomorrow morning, after breakfast, we’ll have a town hall, so to speak. I want to talk to all of you and I’m sure you have some questions to ask me." 
 
    Then I asked for a few volunteers to man the gates until we could set up a manageable system for doing it. I actually had to turn men and women away because there were plenty that wanted to replace the children. 
 
    After getting them squared away, I turned to Randy and said, "Lead the way." 
 
    Mike grabbed Calvin by the back of his collar and I pushed Simon out in front of us and we followed Randy to the main tunnel. I glanced over my shoulder once and saw Michelle watching Calvin get led away and she looked like she wanted to do the happy dance. I pointed my finger at her and waggled it and she stopped, but no amount of waggling was going to wipe that grin off her face. 
 
    We came to a section with a sturdy steel door and Randy unlocked and opened it. 
 
    "Dean. Steve. Come on out, guys." 
 
    Out of the darkness of the room walked a couple of young men. They looked like they were in their early twenties and both looked like middle linebackers for the local college team. 
 
    "Really!" I said, looking at Simon. Looking back at them I asked, "What are you two in for?" 
 
    They both looked at me, not sure who I was or whether I could be trusted. 
 
    Randy spoke up and said, "These are the Winfield brothers. They have a penchant for sneaking out at night and doing guerrilla raids on the demons. Simon didn’t like that and had them locked up here for the last week." 
 
    "Demon raids, huh?" I asked. "Any successes?" 
 
    "We’ve killed 38 demons between us," said the blond-haired one. 
 
    "Thirty-eight? Over what time period?" 
 
    "Four nights," said the other brother. 
 
    "My kinda guys," said Mike. 
 
    After my mouth dropped open, I turned and looked at Simon. 
 
    "And you locked them up? You should have been throwing them a party!" 
 
    "They could have led the demons right back here!" 
 
    I grabbed him by the collar and shoved him into the cell. He was followed quickly by Calvin. 
 
    "You two are a thorn in my side and you will stay in here until we decide what to do with you." 
 
    I heard some footsteps walking up behind me and turned to see Ariel walking up with an old man. 
 
    "This is Dr. Sills," she said. "We’re here to see to Calvin’s hand." 
 
    "I keep telling this beautiful, young lady, I am a veterinarian," he said. "I work on animals, not people." 
 
    I turned and yelled into the dark cell, "Calvin, get out here!" 
 
    He came back into the light and stepped out of the cell. 
 
    "Here is your animal, doc," I said. "See what you can do for his hand." 
 
    They had Calvin sit down on an upturned bucket and worked on setting his hand. Mike made sure to stand right in front of him, with the pistol in his hand, leaving no question that Calvin should just sit there and let them work without trying anything stupid. 
 
    While they worked, the doctor hummed a happy little tune. Then he looked Calvin right in the eyes. 
 
    "Karma’s a bitch, ain’t she?" 
 
    As they worked on him, I left Mike in charge as Randy and I went to the weapons vaults and was amazed at what I saw. It looked like the complete inventory of a National Guard armory. There were more large bore machine guns, lots of racks of M-16s, some anti-tank rocket launchers and more. There was enough ammunition to last for years if we needed to. 
 
    The one thing that put a smile on my face was the crates of Claymore mines we found. For front line security, there was nothing better. 
 
    He also showed me a locked vault next door that contained enough combat rations to keep us fed for years to come. 
 
    "So, what are some of the things I should take care of as leader here?" 
 
    He looked at me and said, "Well, the first thing I would do is tell everyone that they don’t have to sleep ten people to a section anymore. There is plenty of empty space that we can spread out and be a little more comfortable." 
 
    "Why didn’t they allow that to begin with?" 
 
    "Keep the masses huddled and it makes them easier to control. At least that’s what they thought." 
 
    "You crowd people in like that," I said, "and it makes it easier for them to plan an insurrection." 
 
    "There was one in the planning stages, Trev. You can’t imagine how happy we are that you came along." 
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    Over the next couple of days, I oversaw the rearranging of the population into better quarters. Beds were moved and walls were built in sections that allowed people to have more privacy. Families were able to have places of their own and not have to share them with others. 
 
    After everyone had got themselves settled, we still had only used about ten percent of the empty space in the caverns. Michelle and Randy moved into the empty section across from Deb and I. We were all quite thankful for the thick, earthen walls every night because Mike and Ariel were still acting like a couple on a honeymoon. 
 
    Mike took over the training and manning of the gate security. At first, I said that we needed volunteers to man the machine guns and the minimum age would be eighteen years old. After getting the evil eye from Michelle, I changed that to sixteen, but only with a parent or guardian's approval. Randy knew better than to deny her that. 
 
    After asking for those volunteers, we had a couple dozen people that were willing to help defend the gate. The rest of the people were going to be needed in other positions so that everyday life could go on with as little stress as possible. 
 
    Mike, Randy and Michelle worked on some installations just outside the gate. Built out of rocks and thick mud, they created some emplacements for the Claymore mines, to be used as a last resort if the gate was going to get swarmed.  
 
    I prayed that they would never be used. 
 
    Ariel set up an infirmary and began having people come through, especially the children, so she could get an idea of the health of the colony. Other than a couple of colds and one case of advanced arthritis, the population was in remarkable health. 
 
    Dr. Sills turned out to be more than an old, country veterinarian. Though his training was with animals, working next to Ariel, she got him whipped into shape and he became her assistant. I think he was open to the idea because she was such a beautiful woman. 
 
    I asked Mike to be my main security guy and I wanted Randy to be my second in command. Mike knew that was the smart move because it would put one of the original survivors in a position of authority in the caverns. Working next to Randy we all came to know he was everything Michelle said he was and the rest of the colony trusted him. 
 
    So, that's how it went for the first couple of days. And surprisingly to me, there were no demon attacks. Which actually had me wondering what they were up to. 
 
      
 
    On the third day since our arrival, Mike, Randy and I were sitting in the dining hall, going over plans for what needed to be done to make the caverns even more comfortable for the residents. 
 
    Mike had found himself a new toy in the armory. A Mossberg shotgun with a very short barrel. So, besides the 9mm pistol he carried on his hip, courtesy of Calvin and the two combat knives stuck in sheaths at the tops of his boots, he had the ultimate weapon for in close shooting. 
 
    He was looking very comfortable in his military uniform he had found in the combat food storage unit. He looked like he had been born in it.  
 
    I almost had to laugh the first time I saw the Winfield brothers come around a corner and they were dressed exactly the same way Mike was. He wasn’t kidding when he said they were his kind of guys. He took to teaching them everything he knew from his Special Forces days and they picked up on it very quickly. 
 
      
 
    As we sat at the table, Randy was just getting started with a plan to be able to have hot showers when he was interrupted by the sound of a couple of machine guns going off. 
 
    We were out the door and running full speed toward the gate and we could hear the guns being fired just like Mike had taught them. Short bursts of no more than a half a dozen rounds to keep the barrels from overheating. 
 
    I went left and Mike went right and we both started climbing the scaffolding to the first level. One thing I noticed was Randy always stayed on the ground when we would climb the scaffolding. 
 
    When I reached the first gun, I saw a couple of young men manning that gun, but they weren’t firing. Just traversing the barrel back and forth across the cavern entrance.  
 
    I continued climbing and reached the second level and stepped behind Michelle and another young woman. The barrel of their gun was smoking slightly and I looked across to the other side and saw the upper gun was also smoking over there. 
 
    "What do you have, Michelle?" 
 
    She stepped to the side slightly and pointed through the view hole. 
 
    "Right there, about a hundred yards out, near where the road out of here goes to the left." 
 
    She handed me a set of binoculars and I looked toward where she was pointing. It took a second, but then I found it. 
 
    Laying in a heap on the far side of the road, was what was left of a demon. I could see his clawed hand still wrapped around the blade he carried. 
 
    "Was he alone?" 
 
    "As far as we could tell, sir." 
 
    I continued scanning the entrance, looking to see if there was any other movement out there, but it looked quiet now. 
 
    "Good job, ladies. Keep up the good work." 
 
    I stepped to the side and got to the catwalk that bridged the two sets of scaffolding. After crossing over, I climbed down to the level Mike was on, with a couple of the younger men, probably both still in their teens. 
 
    I looked at Mike and said, "It appears the ladies got themselves a demon." 
 
    "Uh, sir, we shot it, too," said one of the boys. 
 
    I smiled and patted him on the shoulder. 
 
    "I know you did. I'm just seeing if you'll stand up for yourselves." 
 
    Mike laughed and said, "Let's not start pitting the gun crews against each other." 
 
    "I wouldn't dream of it." 
 
    "Yeah, not after all my training has turned them into a finely, honed defensive machine." 
 
    Just then, the ladies started firing again and they were followed quickly by the other three gun crews. I stepped to the view port to see what they were shooting at and saw a half a dozen demons were crossing the road. They stepped over the body of the first one and were running toward the entrance, carrying their blades high, like they were ready to use them at the first opportunity. 
 
    The gun crews showed that Mike had trained them well and the demons didn't even get a quarter of the way into the tunnel. The guns proved to be more than adequate in cutting them down. 
 
    The screeches and howls of the demons cut through the sound of the machine guns, causing my blood to run cold as I watched them charge the entrance. 
 
    One of the demons appeared to move through the deadly fire untouched and made it to the gate. We could feel him slam into the chain-link part of the gate and start climbing. Within seconds he had climbed to the top of the gate, which had a gap of about two feet between it and the ceiling. Mike moved to a point where he felt the demon would reach the top. 
 
    I could feel the two young men next to me tense up as they heard the demon climbing. Its breath was ragged and it grunted like a wild animal on the hunt. 
 
    Some people might have thought he was about to get into the caverns. Even he probably thought victory was close at hand. Until he popped his hooded head over the top of the barrier. 
 
    "Hey there, friend." 
 
    Mike shoved his sawed-off shotgun into the demon's mouth and pulled the trigger. There was no screech or howl. Just the sound of the dead demon hitting the ground outside the gate. 
 
    "Oh man, they stink," said one of the men standing next to me. 
 
    I took a quick breath in and had to agree with him. I'm guessing taking showers isn't high on the demon's to-do lists. 
 
    After checking the scene out front, I turned to the guys and said, "Good work, guys. Mike, you've done a great job here. Keep it up." 
 
    "You got it, boss." 
 
    I climbed back down and found Randy looking through a peephole down at the bottom. 
 
    "You don't like climbing up there, do you?" 
 
    He looked at me and shook his head. 
 
    "I may look big and strong, but heights make me nervous. I'm not scared of them, I just get uncomfortable." 
 
    "I understand. Besides, you have other duties here on the ground." 
 
    I patted him on the shoulder and headed back toward the dining hall. 
 
    Dean and Steve were standing near the door and it was clear they had something to say. 
 
    "Spit it out, guys." 
 
    "We were wondering what your stance was on us going out at night and hunting demons?" 
 
    "Have you lost anyone on your little excursions or has it only been the two of you?" 
 
    "Just the two of us, sir. We wouldn't want to be responsible for anyone else." 
 
    "Well, it sounds to me like you're pretty good at what you do and I can't argue with your results." 
 
    "It's easy to be good at your job when you enjoy it," said Dean. 
 
    "And you enjoy killing the demons." 
 
    "Just like the shoot-em ups we used to play on our video system before all this broke," said Steve. 
 
    I studied the two of them, dressed in their new, Special Forces uniforms and thought about it for a second. 
 
    "Look, guys, I won't stop you from going out there. But think about the fact that we also need good fighters here, inside the caverns, to protect the people here. All I ask is that you come back safely each time." 
 
    "You got it, sir. We don't go out looking to die. Just kill demons." 
 
    "Okay. Hey, we should probably get some maps of the area and start keeping track of where you've been and what the demon situation is in those places." 
 
    Dean nodded and said, "We've been working the area between here and Fort Carlson mostly. There's vehicles and plenty of fuel for them, but Simon was forbidding us to bring any of them back." 
 
    Steve laughed and said, "There's even some Cobra attack helicopters over there, but neither one of us knows how to fly them." 
 
    "Oh really? Well, a pilot is the one thing we do have," I said as I pointed up to the machine gun nest where Mike was talking to the guys. "We actually have two, but I don't think Deb is checked out on Cobras. Put her in an F-35 and she's right at home." 
 
    "We'll be going out in about an hour and we'll try to get some pictures of what is over there," said Steve. "Maybe Mike would like to have a new toy with whirly blades and fire-breathing machine guns." 
 
    "I'm sure he would love that." 
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    Four days later, Mike went out with the brothers and they came back alone. The sun was just beginning to creep over the mountains to the east and Ariel was beside herself with worry. 
 
    When the brothers came crashing through the tree line in a Humvee, that was the color of black, instead of forest green, we realized it wasn't paint on the vehicle, but the remains of some demons that had got in the way. Obviously they had had a very successful night hunting, but when they drove through the gate, Mike wasn't with them and it began to look like our worst fears were coming true. 
 
    After Randy closed the gate and they got the vehicle parked and climbed out, we could see they were covered in blood and demon bits. But, no Mike. 
 
    "Where is he?" cried Ariel. 
 
    Steve looked at her and knew she was imagining all the worst. 
 
    "Take it easy, Ariel. He's okay. He'll be here in just a few minutes." 
 
    "You left him out there alone?" I asked. 
 
    "Well, sir, there really wasn't any room for the two of us," said Dean. "One of us, yes, but not the two of us." 
 
    "What are you two talking about?" 
 
    "He stuffed all kinds of ammo cans and crates into the back seat, so we wouldn't have even been able to get one of us in the back seat." 
 
    "You two aren't making a whole lot of sense right now." 
 
    Just then, the early morning quiet exploded with the sound of some very loud helicopter rotors churning through the air. We all ran to the entrance to the caverns to see Mike banking the Cobra hard and then lighting up some place deep in the trees. 
 
    "Oh, yeah," yelled Dean over the sound of the gunfire, "there's a horde of demons about a hundred yards away from here and I guess he's testing the guns!" 
 
    He continued to make passes over the spot the brothers were pointing to and was laying down a heavy barrage of fire. We could see the tracers flying into the distance and we could hear the impacts of the rounds as they hit their targets. 
 
    With each pass, Mike fired fewer and fewer rounds until he stopped and just hovered over the area out in front of us. Finally, he turned the Cobra back toward us and landed in a small, open space just across the road. 
 
    I heard some activity behind me and turned to see Dean and Steve driving the Humvee back out the gate and to the Cobra. When Mike climbed out, he had the biggest grin on his face.  
 
    He was truly at home. 
 
    "Hey, boss, look what I found." 
 
    He and the brothers began unloading the ammo crates from the back seat of the chopper and loading them into the Humvee. After they were finished and he locked the Cobra up, we all hustled back to the gate. 
 
    Ariel smacked him on the shoulder. 
 
    "You jackass! I thought you had been killed!" 
 
    "Moi? I'm too mean to get killed," he laughed as he lifted her up and gave her a hug and a kiss. 
 
    "So, what's the situation at the base?" I asked. 
 
    "Well, Trev, there's no one left alive over there. Plenty of dead bodies of soldiers though. There's a couple more Cobras, but obviously we don't have any more pilots, but they will be handy as spares. Lots of other vehicles, too. We can have our pick of Humvees, deuce-and-a-halves, five tons and more." 
 
    I looked back toward the cooling Cobra and thought. 
 
    "I hope that's okay just sitting out there." 
 
    "According to the Winfields, the demons don't seem interested in machinery, so they just leave it alone. It should be fine out there." 
 
    Dean walked up and said, "There's something you should know, sir, about the Cobras." 
 
    "Oh yeah?" asked Mike. 
 
    Dean said, "There used to be four Cobras over there. Today there were only three." 
 
    "So, unless the demons learned to fly helicopters," I said, "we have someone else out there that isn't demon." 
 
    "It would appear so, sir." 
 
    I began looking over the pile of crates that had been unloaded from the Cobra and noticed some radio equipment. 
 
    "This should come in handy," said Mike. "When we're out on our little guerrilla attacks, we can still stay in contact with you." 
 
    "And me!"  
 
    Mike looked at Ariel and said, "And you, too, sweetie." 
 
    He put an arm around her shoulders and said, "Sorry about worrying you today." 
 
    "You should be," she pouted. 
 
    I saw the canvas bags that held the antenna for the radio system and said, "Once we get that set up, we might even be able to connect with other military units in the area." 
 
    "If there are any," said Dean. 
 
    "Somebody flew that fourth Cobra out of there. That says military to me." 
 
      
 
    It didn't take long to find out we weren't as alone as we thought. Once the antenna was set up and connected, Deb was able to reach five different units within a hundred miles of our location. One of them was the culprit behind the missing Cobra. 
 
    I was sitting in the room we set up as the comm center near the gate, while Deb was going through some of the usual freqs to see if she could raise anyone. We talked about how things were beginning to look a little better, with the addition of the helicopter and some more firepower. 
 
    The speakers crackled after one of her inquiries. 
 
    "This is 2nd battalion, 3rd infantry. Who is this?" 
 
    Deb handed me the mic and I keyed it. 
 
    "This is Commander Trevor Donovan of the International Space Station, now on the ground in the middle of Missouri." 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, a different voice came on. 
 
    "Trevor?" 
 
    "Yes, who is this?" 
 
    ""Trev, it's Jackson." 
 
    "General Holcomb? Is that you?" 
 
    "Yes it is. Damn, it's good to hear your voice. Where are you?" 
 
    "We're hold up in some caverns that were used as a storage facility for just about everyone you can think of." 
 
    "I know of those. How many are you?" 
 
    "We have just over a hundred here, sir. Mostly civilians." 
 
    "Over a hundred? Shoot, we can't mount any kind of rescue and we definitely don't have resources for a group that size." 
 
    "Sir, we don't need rescuing and we have plenty of supplies here. We could last a couple thousand years with what we have here." 
 
    "Sounds like you have it better than we have it here." 
 
    "Where are you, sir?" 
 
    "We're about a hundred miles from your location, hold up in an ammo bunker. There's only five of us, but we keep getting attacked every night. I don't think we'll be here in a couple of days." 
 
    Mike was standing in the doorway and he heard what was said. 
 
    "Trev, there's a couple of Hueys at the base. I can fly over there with one of the brothers, get a Huey in the air and pick them up in a couple of hours." 
 
    "Is that Mike?" asked the general. 
 
    "Yes, sir it is." 
 
    "Son of a bitch. I thought he was too mean to still be alive." 
 
    Mike leaned over and keyed the mic, "Being mean is what keeps me alive, sir. Give us your exact coordinates and stay by the radio. We will get you out of there." 
 
    After he gave Mike the coordinates, Mike turned to leave, but I stopped him. 
 
    "I'll be going with you, Mike." 
 
    "Don't you think you should stay here with these people?" 
 
    "Randy is more than capable of handling things while we're gone." 
 
    "Okay, boss." 
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    It was just after mid-day when we circled over the ammo bunker the general was hold up in. It was near the back fence of a Marine base.  
 
    Circling around, we could see it wasn't going to be a simple, "swoop in and rescue them" operation. The complicating factor was the two dozen demons milling around outside the heavy metal doors. 
 
    "Well, Trev. We get to see how good of a door gunner you are." 
 
    "I haven't fired a sixty in over ten years!" 
 
    "Better remember real fast!" 
 
    I unstrapped from the co-pilot seat and climbed out of the cockpit and made my way to one of the side doors. We had left them open, thinking we would just land and the people in the bunker would run out and jump in, but we could see that wasn't going to work. 
 
    I looked the sixty over, trying to reacquaint myself with its workings, while Mike kept us in a tight circle over the bunker. 
 
    "Any time, Trev!" 
 
    "Give me a second! I should have tested out on this before we left Carlson." 
 
    "No, I should have brought one of the brothers! They can fire those things like they were born with them!" 
 
    "Yeah, yeah, yeah." 
 
    I slapped the cover down on the machine gun and pulled the charging handle. Pointing it out the door and down, I pulled the trigger. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "Did you set the Safety to Off, Trev?" 
 
    Shit! 
 
    I flipped the Safety switch and pulled the trigger again and the gun roared to life. With tracers coming out every five rounds, it was easy to see where the shots were going and where they were going was into the screeching mass of demons below. 
 
    As I watched demons exploding from the rounds I was sending their way, I saw how it could be quite a relaxing thing to play shoot-em-up video games. 
 
    A couple of demons tried throwing their blades up at the chopper, but Mike kept us high enough it would have taken a miraculous throw to reach us. The demons didn't seem to have any John Elways in their midst. 
 
    It took about five minutes of circling overhead to take down all the demons and Mike got on the radio with the general to let them know the coast was clear. He put us down about fifty yards away from the door of the bunker and we waited. 
 
    At first, we didn't see anything, but then the door cracked open slowly and we could see Jackson poke his head out. He looked like he had gone through Hell and back. Then he threw the door open wider and started getting his people out and running toward the chopper. 
 
    He had four soldiers with him, three men and one woman. Each carried an M-16 and ran like their tails were on fire. I never saw any group of people run so fast and look like they were looking at their salvation in front of them. Safety was within their reach. 
 
    But not for everyone. 
 
    As they were about halfway to the chopper, a demon jumped up from the pile of dead and chased them from behind. I tried yelling at them, but they couldn't hear me over the rotor noise of the chopper. I fired a couple of rounds over their heads and they dropped.  
 
    All except for the general. 
 
    When he saw me firing, he knew what was happening and turned around, just as the demon was reaching him. He fired and at first, I thought he would take the demon down. 
 
    But, a vicious swipe of the demon's blade took his head off. I screamed before his body even hit the ground. I started firing non-stop over the heads of the four soldiers and they turned to see what was happening. 
 
    They started firing, but the demon reached them and hacked into one of the men, killing him before I was able to take him down. 
 
    "Get in here!" I yelled at the remaining survivors. 
 
    The three of them scrambled the last few feet into the chopper, wrapping their arms around the seat posts and belts. 
 
    "Get us out of here, Mike!" 
 
    He didn't need to be told twice and we lifted off in seconds. Within seconds, we were high over the battlefield and I looked down and could see Jackson's body. 
 
    Another demon crawled out of the pile of dead and moved to the general's body and began feasting on him. That was a bit too much for me to handle, so I pulled the trigger on the sixty and didn't stop shooting until I had turned the demon into a bloody mess on the ground. 
 
    As we turned and headed back toward the caverns, I looked at the three shell-shocked soldiers in front of me. There were no tears from any of them. 
 
    I don't think they had even registered they were still alive and getting away from the horror they had been living under for the past few weeks. 
 
    I stood up to make my way back to the cockpit and that's when the tears came. The woman jumped up and grabbed me and hugged me. 
 
    "Thank you for coming for us," she cried into my neck. 
 
    I held her and said, "I wish we could have saved all of you." 
 
    She pulled away and wiped her face. She nodded as I looked down at her name tag. It said Holcombe. 
 
    "The general wasn't your dad, was he?" 
 
    She could only nod as she sank back onto one of the seats. One of the men reached over and pulled the straps over her shoulders and clicked her in, before getting himself seated. 
 
    I climbed back into the copilot's seat and strapped in.  Staring out the front windshield, I couldn't help, but remember the last time I had seen Jackson. He and I were sitting in an officer's club, toasting my upcoming flight to the ISS. He was getting ready to take over command of the Marine base and was tickled that his daughter was going to be working on the base with him. 
 
    "We saved three of them, Trev." 
 
    At the sound of his voice in my ears, I looked over at Mike. 
 
    "It should have been five." 
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    After we landed, I got everyone out and pointed them toward the caverns. Dean and Steve came running out with their weapons to provide cover back to the gates and the plan was for Dean to join Mike in the Huey for the trip back to Carlson to get the Cobra. But, he had some news that put that mission on hold. 
 
    "We’ve got a problem inside, sir." 
 
    "What’s up?" 
 
    "Simon and Calvin got out when food was taken to them." 
 
    I turned around and gave Mike the signal to cut the engines and come inside. Then Dean and I took off running to the caverns and went straight to the holding cell, leaving Steve at the mouth of the caverns to cover Mike as he came in. 
 
    When we got to the holding cell, the door was standing wide open and it was empty. 
 
    "So, what happened?" 
 
    "When Gene brought them their food and water they overpowered him and Tom, took their weapons away and disappeared into the tunnels." 
 
    I stood at the door of the empty cell and could feel the anger rising in my chest. 
 
    "I want to talk to Gene and Tom." 
 
    "Well, Tom is in the infirmary being looked after by Ariel. He’s unconscious right now." 
 
    Mike and Steve came running up. Steve had filled him in on what happened while they moved. 
 
    "Okay, let’s talk to Gene." 
 
    Dean looked down at the ground and didn’t want to say anything. I looked at him, expecting an answer, but it came from Steve. 
 
    "Gene is dead, sir. Calvin shot him after he took his gun away from him." 
 
    I closed my eyes as I turned around, stretching my arms up and placing my hands behind my head. 
 
    This can’t be happening! 
 
    I started walking away, toward the infirmary and the other three followed me. It took about thirty seconds to make the trip and my anger had only grown hotter. Walking into the medical space, I found Ariel checking on Tom’s condition. 
 
    "How’s he doing?" 
 
    She looked up and nodded. 
 
    "He’ll be okay. Just a concussion right now. I expect he’ll wake up in the next hour or so. At least I hope he does." 
 
    I looked to the side of the room and saw the covered body of Gene laying on a table. As I pulled the sheet down from his head, I wasn’t expecting anything nice, but seeing him laying there with a bullet hole in his forehead brought my anger to the top and it boiled over. As I slammed my fist into the table next to his head, I could feel the sound reverberate throughout the room. Mike stepped up behind me and pulled the sheet back up over Gene’s head and patted me on the shoulder. 
 
    "Let’s get out of here," he said. 
 
    As we walked out of the infirmary, Dean and Steve were standing there looking like a couple of whipped dogs. 
 
    "How long ago did this happen?" 
 
    "About an hour ago, sir." 
 
    I looked around and then asked, "Where’s Randy?" 
 
    They looked around and it was clear no one knew where the big guy was. I took off toward the tunnel and Randy’s quarters in haste. When we rounded the corner, my heart sank further and faster than ever before. 
 
    The door to Randy and Michelle’s quarters was standing wide open and the lights were out. Stepping to the room, I reached for the switch and when I turned on the lights, I wished I hadn’t. 
 
    Randy was laying face down in the middle of the floor with a gunshot wound to the back of his head. Kneeling down beside him, I reached for his neck to check for a pulse and was shocked when I heard him groan. 
 
    "Randy. Don’t move." 
 
    He pushed himself onto his side and looked at me through his glazed eyes. I’m pretty sure he was trying to figure out where he was and what had happened. I heard Mike send Dean to get Ariel. 
 
    After he left, Randy, being the big, stubborn guy he is, pushed himself into a sitting position. 
 
    "Look, big guy. I don’t think you should be sitting up right now." 
 
    He looked at me and cocked his head. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "You’ve been shot in the back of the head! Let’s get you laid back down." 
 
    He reached up behind his head and then pulled his hand back down. His fingers were covered in blood and from the look on his face, I thought he was going to fall back. 
 
    Ariel came running into the room and couldn’t believe what she was seeing. 
 
    "Why are you sitting up?" she yelled at him. 
 
    "It doesn’t hurt, ma’am." 
 
    She knelt down behind him and started examining the wound. Then she just shook her head and looked at me. 
 
    "Are you sure he was shot? Because it looks to me like he was just clubbed on the back of the head with something. Hit him pretty hard and opened up the wound and head wounds bleed a lot." 
 
    "So, you’re saying he wasn’t shot." 
 
    "Not that I can see." 
 
    "What happened, Randy?" 
 
    "I don’t know, Trev. Me and Michelle were here, getting ready to head for lunch and someone knocked at the door. I had my back turned as she opened the door and I heard her scream. I heard what sounded like a gun going off and that’s the last thing I remember." 
 
    Ariel looked a bit closer at the wound as she was cleaning it up. 
 
    "He might have been shot, but based on what I see here, it was a glancing blow and didn’t penetrate the skull." 
 
    Then Mike spoke up. 
 
    "Guys, where’s Michelle?" 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End (For Now…) 
 
      
 
    *** 
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