


ONE IN A BILLION 

 

The yacht bobbed in the San Francisco Bay, its deck awash with the amber hues of the

setting sun. I raised my glass, the champagne bubbles catching light like tiny diamonds. 

"To being one in a billion!"

The assembled guests, a Who's Who of Silicon Valley elite, echoed my toast with 

envious enthusiasm. At forty-two, I had achieved what most could only dream of - a net

worth that put me in the rarefied air of the world's top ten, and the undisputed control of

the AI empire I had built from the ground up. 

I should have been on top of the world, but a nagging unease had settled in the pit 

of my stomach. It had been there since Mara's death, a constant companion that even the

most lavish celebrations couldn't shake. 

As if on cue, my phone vibrated in my pocket. I glanced at the screen, my blood 

running cold at the message. In an instant, my festive mood evaporated, replaced by a

bone-deep certainty that everything was about to change. I moved through the crowd, my

smile fixed in place, my hand clutching my glass. 

I caught Elisa's eye from across the deck, giving her a subtle nod. She understood 

immediately, her own smile faltering for just a moment before she began to make her

way towards me, her movements casual and unhurried. 

I signaled to my bodyguards, a quick flick of my wrist that set them in motion. 

They fanned out across the yacht, their eyes scanning the crowd for any signs of trouble.

I made my way towards the rear of the boat, my heart pounding in my chest. I knew we 



*** 

had to move quickly to get off the yacht before anyone noticed our absence. As I reached

the stern, I heard a footfall behind me. I turned to see Steven, his face a mask of concern. 

"What’s up, boss?" he asked, his voice low and urgent.

"It’s happening. We need to go," I said, my voice barely a whisper. "Now."

Steven didn't hesitate. He motioned to the other bodyguards, who began to slide 

towards us, their movements swift and silent, discretely gathering my inner circle, the

few men and women who had been with me from the start. 

We made our way to the waiting tender, the small boat that would take us to

shore. I could hear the sounds of the party fading behind us, its laughter, music, and

clinking of glasses giving way to the soft lapping of the waves against the hull. I glanced

back, a reckless, stupid thing to do. Luckily, the others were lost in their revelry. Still, I

knew it was only a matter of time before someone noticed, before the questions began.

But by then, with overwhelming probability, it would be too late for those left behind. 

I climbed into the tender, my heart racing as I settled into my seat. Elisa slid in 

beside me, her hand finding mine in the twilight. The engine roared to life. The small

boat pulled away from the yacht with a surge of power. I watched as the lights of the

party receded into the distance, its bright glow fading behind us. 

I knew we had no choice. I was ready to do whatever it took to keep us safe, to 

ensure that we were the ones who emerged from the ashes of the old world. 

Then I realized why I’d looked back. I missed Mara. 



The breakneck drive to the bunker was a tense affair. I brushed all questions aside,

promising answers when we reach safety. I kept staring out the window, my mind

grappling with the thoughts of what was to come. 

We pulled over at the nondescript hillside. I hurried my group inside, my hand 

steady as I keyed in the access code. Just as the first tremors began to shake the earth, the

massive steel door swung shut behind us, sealing us off from the world outside. 

The bunker was a marvel of engineering, a self-contained ecosystem designed by 

my company to sustain life in the face of any calamity. But as I led my companions into

its depths, I couldn't shake the uneasy feeling. It wasn't that I had chosen to save only a

select few, leaving the rest of my guests to their fate. No, it was something else, a shadow

that had been growing in the back of my mind, the shadow I kept locked inside. 

Or did I feel guilty despite all rationalization? I had to focus on the tasks at hand. 

We had to get the bunker up and running, to ensure our survival in the face of whatever

was happening outside. There would be time for introspection later, when the world

stopped shaking and the dust settled. But even as I threw myself into the work, even as I

reassured Elisa and the others that we were safe, I couldn't escape the gnawing feeling

that the greatest threat to our survival lay not outside these walls... but within. 

***

We huddled around the large central table in the control room. Elisa, Steven and his men,

my lawyer Kim, my COO Mike and his wife, all of them were looking to me for answers. 

"I got a message," I said, my voice hollow in the stillness of the room. "From a 

trusted source high up in the government. There's been a catastrophic nuclear meltdown.

Multiple plants all over the country. Maybe even worldwide." 



 Voices rose in a cacophony of shock. I held up my hands, trying to project calm.

"The message said it was a quick phase transition," I continued, my voice 

straining to be heard over the din. "Warming temperatures, rising sea levels... it all put

too much strain on the reactors. They couldn’t handle it." 

"I don’t buy it," Steven shook his head, his face a mask of anger. "The safety 

protocols, the fail-safes... there's no way this could happen. Someone attacked us." 

"Well, Charlie’s message is consistent with the warnings we got," Mike said. He 

was measured as always. "Energy and water consumption by data centers was going

through the roof. Something, somewhere must have blown up." 

"What do you mean, you got warnings?" Mike’s wife Kate seemed shocked. "And 

you didn’t take care of it?" 

"Who, us? It was none of our business, dear," Mike said the way one speaks to a 

child. "The good data center folks got truckloads of our money to curb these emissions." 

"But the emissions were yours?" She just wouldn’t let it go.

"Let’s not go down this rabbit hole, alright?" Kim met Kate’s frantic gaze. "Focus 

on the positive. We're here, while something is happening on the surface. We are safe." 

"For now, " Mike unhelpfully added. How I wished he’d kept his mouth shut.

Elisa put a hand on my arm, her cool touch calming me.

"We need to find out what's going on out there," she said, her voice steady despite 

the fear in her eyes. "We need to know how bad it is." 

I nodded, turning to the bunker's communication array.

"We'll try to establish contact with the outside," I said, my fingers flying over the 

controls. "See if we can get any information." 



 Minutes, then hours, ticked by. No matter what frequency we tried, what channel 

we scanned, there was nothing. No TV signals, no radio chatter, not even the faintest hint

of a cellular or Wi-Fi network. As if the entire world cut off from us by a wall of silence. 

Elisa finally voiced the question that was on all of our minds. "What about the 

others? Are they... okay?" she asked, her voice starting to crack. I grasped her hand. 

"Guys, let’s settle in and get some sleep, alright? It’s been a rough day. We’ll try 

again tomorrow.” 

*** 

Falling asleep in my new, meticulously crafted underground bedroom proved no easy

task. The place felt like an airplane cabin. Elisa was thrashing in her sleep. After two

hours of tossing and turning, I climbed out of bed and snuck back into the control room.

  

 

satellites in space must still work, right? How come there’s no signal at all? Mara knew 

this stuff so well, and I couldn’t even divine what some of the controls here were for. I 

There, the screens cast a dim, eerie glow, the only source of light in the otherwise 

guess I had to read instructions. God, I hated instructions. I lost track of time.

was creeping in, and I was ready to call it a night when I heard it. 

 Exhaustion 

A low, guttural growl that seemed to emanate from the walls. 

I sat up straight. My heart pounded. I strained my ears, trying to pinpoint the 

 

deep breath, trying to calm my racing thoughts. It was just my imagination, I told myself. 

The stress of this crazy day was getting to me, making me hear things that weren't there. 

Or maybe that’s how the bunker’s heating sounded late at night? 



 But even as I tried to rationalize it, the growl came again. It seemed louder this 

time. Now, I felt it was coming from somewhere deep within the bunker. 

I hesitated, my hand hovering over the door controls. Every instinct I had was 

screaming at me to stay put, to lock myself in the safety of the control room. But I

couldn't ignore it. If there was something down there, something that posed a threat to our

survival, I needed to know. 

I keyed in the access code and stepped out into the corridor, the door sliding shut 

behind me with a hiss. The growl was louder out here, reverberating off the metal walls

and floor. I tiptoed forward, my footsteps echoing in the stillness. The corridor stretched

out ahead of me, disappearing into darkness. I could feel the hairs on the back of my neck

standing up, a cold sweat breaking out on my forehead. I forced myself to keep moving. 

I rounded the corner. I saw an empty stretch of corridor, lit by the dim emergency 

lights. I stood there for a moment, my heart pounding in my ears. And then, it came

again. The same low, guttural growl, now it felt like it was right next to me. 

I spun around, my eyes searching the shadows. But there was nothing there, just 

the empty corridor stretching back the way I had come. Now there wasn’t a sound... 

Then, the sudden thud of a door opening nearby! I jumped. 

"Charlie? You’re sleepwalking there? " It was Elisa’s annoyed yet reassuring 

voice. I rushed back to our section. As its door locked behind me, I felt profound relief. 

"I just couldn’t sleep. Please stay inside! Did you hear anything in the hall?"

"No, why? What was I supposed to hear?"

"Never mind, let’s go back to bed." 



 I suddenly remembered that sleep-deprived people hallucinate. Over the last 

week, I had maybe three hours of sleep per night. Everything happened so fast. My

company’s IPO, my ill-fated birthday party, now this bunker. 

Of course I was hallucinating. This made sense. I just needed some sleep. 

*** 

The artificial dawn in the bunker felt oppressive, a poor imitation of the world we'd left

behind. I rubbed my eyes, the growls from last night still echoing in my mind. Had it

been real, or a product of my exhausted, paranoid brain?

  We congregated in the control room, the air thick with tension and fear. Elisa's 

hand’s grip was tight enough to hurt. I squeezed back, grateful for the anchor. 

"Alright," I said. "Let's see what's really happening out there."

I managed to activate the drone launch sequence. Phew. On the main screen, we 

watched our mechanical eye emerge from its hidden silo and take flight. 

The image that filled the screen made everyone’s blood run cold. In place of the 

cityscape of San Francisco, there was only devastation – a wasteland of scorched earth

and twisted metal. Plumes of dark smoke billowed into the sky, blotting out the sun.

"Christ," one of Steven’s guys muttered, his tough facade crumbling.

I focused on the data, trying to make sense of the numbers flashing across the 

screen. The radiation readings were astronomical, far beyond anything we'd anticipated.

"This can't be accurate," I mumbled to myself. But the numbers couldn't lie. The 

world outside was a lethal wasteland. 



 Kate's accusatory voice broke the stunned silence. "But how is this possible? If it's 

this bad, why aren't we picking up any emergency broadcasts? Any signals at all?" 

Mike, ever the voice of reason, tried to calm her. "The radiation could be 

interfering with—" 

"Bullshit," Steven cut in, his eyes narrow with suspicion. "We've got top-of-the-

line equipment here. We should be picking up something. Anything." 

The stares, the unspoken accusations hung in the air.

"Maybe it's not just local," Elisa said, her voice small. "Maybe it's... everywhere." 

The implication hit like a physical blow. Global devastation. End of everything we knew. 

"No," Kate shook her head. "No, that's impossible. Someone would have seen it 

coming. Someone would have warned—" She broke off, her eyes locking onto me. "You.

You knew. That's why we're here. What aren't you telling us, Charlie?" 

The room erupted into chaos.

"Enough!" I slammed my hand down on the console. The room fell silent. "I told 

you everything I know. I got a warning, just like I said. But I don't have all the answers." 

"We’ll find out," Kim said in her assuring, lawyerly voice. "Remember Charlie 

here already saved our lives. Let’s all calm down, alright?" 

"But why can't we reach anyone?" It was Steven again. "Why is there nothing but 

static on every frequency?" 

I took a deep breath, trying to keep my voice steady. "I don't know. Maybe the 

blast knocked out all communications. Maybe the radiation is interfering. Or maybe..." 

"Maybe what? You have no clue? Who built this system?" Kate pressed.

"Maybe we're the only ones left," The words tasted like ash in my mouth.

  



 

maintain our supplies, wait for the radiation to dissipate. It's our only chance." 

"...So what now?" Elisa asked, her voice barely above a whisper. I squared my 

*** 

Over the next days, the limitations of our refuge became increasingly apparent. The solar

panels above ground, our lifeline to power, struggled to meet the bunker's energy

demands. We were forced to ration electricity, shut down non-essential systems and

abandon the automation we had once taken for granted. 

This new reality meant manual labor. The hydroponic gardens, our future source 

of sustenance, required constant attention. Food preparation was a time-consuming affair

without the aid of our high-tech kitchen gadgets. Even cleaning, a task we had left to

robots in our previous lives, now fell to us. 

To my surprise, some of the group seemed to welcome these new responsibilities. 

Mike threw himself into tending the gardens with unexpected enthusiasm. "It keeps my

mind off... everything else," he confided one day, dirt smudged across his forehead. After

crying for two days, Kate found solace in the kitchen, inventing meals with our limited

ingredients. This brought a spark of joy to our grim existence. My bodyguards, of course,

took charge of maintaining our weapons and defense systems. 

Steven saw the value in these mundane tasks. "Keeping busy is good for morale," 

he proclaimed as his guys scrubbed the floor of the common area. "Idle hands are the

devil's playground." Tony, the youngest bodyguard, grinned at Elisa. Randy bastard. 



 

Was it fear? Or something else? I couldn't be sure. All I knew was that every 

creak of the bunker's systems, every flicker of the lights, still sent my heart racing.

And as I stood before the main blast door, staring at the unyielding metal that separated

us from the world outside, I couldn't help but wonder: had I sealed us in a tomb, the last

remnants of a dead civilization? Or had I trapped us with something worse? 

*** 

 I couldn't bring myself to join them. The thought of stooping to such menial tasks 

felt beneath me. I was Charlie Cohen, tech billionaire, visionary, one of the ten wealthiest

people on the planet. Or at least, I had been. Now, what was I? 

I tried to justify my inaction by focusing on the bunker's electronics, claiming that 

my technical expertise was better used there. But the truth was, I felt lost. I never really

knew the full technical aspects of this system. And there wasn’t anyone to ask, now that

Mara was dead... Stop! I shouldn’t think about Mara. I should think of my core skills, so

highly valued outside. What were these skills worth down here? As much as the billions

in my bank accounts? Shit. I felt my forehead dripping with sweat. 

I caught myself watching for seeds of resentment among the others. Sidelong 

glances, muttered comments when they thought I couldn't hear. Or was it all again in my

head? No, even Elisa began to distance herself, spend more time working with them. She,

too, seemed to enjoy manual work, how crazy was that? 

At night, when the others slept, I found myself peeking into the corridors, my 

mind replaying that first night in the bunker. The growls, the feeling of being watched – 

now it all seemed like a distant nightmare. Nothing weird had happened since. Yet the 

feeling of unease still clung to me.



Back in my section, I splashed cold water on my face, trying to wash away the fog of

another tense night. The harsh fluorescent light of the bathroom cast deep shadows under

my eyes, accentuating the haggard look I'd acquired over the past weeks.

  As I reached for a towel, something in the mirror caught my eye. I blinked, 

thinking it must be a trick of the light or my exhausted mind playing games again. 

I stood frozen, while my reflection moved. Not with me. Its eyes met mine, a 

cruel smirk twisting its lips in a way I knew my own face never had. 

I stumbled back, my heart pounding. This couldn't be real. It had to be another 

hallucination, a product of stress and lack of sleep. 

The reflection raised its hand, pressing its palm against the glass. I watched in 

horror as the surface of the mirror began to ripple, the hand pushing through as if the

barrier between our worlds was nothing more than a thin membrane. 

Terror gripped me. I spun around, my feet slipping on the tiled floor as I

scrambled for the door. I burst out of the bathroom, slamming the door behind me with

enough force to rattle the walls. 

I ran into the bedroom, my breath coming in ragged gasps. Elisa bolted upright in 

bed, startled awake. 

"Charlie? What the hell?" Her voice was thick with sleep.

"The mirror," I pointed wildly toward the bathroom. "My reflection... It moved. It 

tried to... to come through." 

Elisa stared back, confusion turning to anger. "You’re having nightmares? Guess 

what, Charlie, we all do! Unlike you, we actually have family and friends out there who

must have been all killed by radiation!" 



 "You’re telling me I should be happy my parents passed away before?"

"I’m telling you shut up and sleep, it’s the middle of the night!"

"You don't understand," I insisted. "I saw it!"

"Enough!" Elisa threw off the covers and stormed past me. She yanked open the 

bathroom door, flicking on the light. "See? Nothing. Just a normal, boring mirror." 

I peered in, my heart still racing. The mirror looked innocent enough now, 

reflecting nothing but our tense faces and the sterile bathroom behind us. 

"But I saw..." I began, my voice trailing off as I realized how insane I must sound.

Elisa's expression softened slightly, but I could see the frustration in her eyes. 

"Get some sleep. You're stressed, we all are. And this... this isn't helping anyone." 

She brushed past me, climbing back into bed. "Just come to bed, please. And try 

not to wake me up again unless the bunker is on fire. Okay?" 

As I slowly made my way back to bed, I couldn't shake the image of that smirk on 

my reflection's face. Real or not, it had shaken me to my core. I lay in the darkness,

listening to Elisa's breathing even out. I knew that sleep would be a long time coming. 

Something was wrong in this bunker. Something beyond the apocalypse outside, 

or the tensions brewing among our group. And somehow I might be at the center of it all. 

*** 

Next morning, I slipped into the control system to check our security footage. That was

one decision I made at night. The other was not to share my visions with anyone else.

Well, Elisa kind of knew now. Never mind. I was going to play it safe, like it was just a

nightmare. I couldn’t let anyone else see me in fear or question my mental capacity. 

Perhaps I was going mad. But they shouldn’t know that. 



 I pulled up the security footage archives. As I scrolled through the files, my heart 

sank. No recordings over the last weeks. What the hell? Then it dawned on me. The

CCTV had been shut down to conserve power, days after we entered the bunker. 

But there, nestled among the sparse files, was the footage from our first night. I 

hesitated, my cursor hovering over the file. Did I really want to see this? What for? 

Taking a deep breath, I clicked play.

The grainy black-and-white footage showed the main corridor. I watched as my 

past self stumbled into view, looking disoriented and scared — just as I remembered. 

Then, something changed.

On the screen, my body language shifted. The fearful, confused expression 

morphed into something else — a cold, calculating look that sent chills down my spine. I

leaned closer to the monitor, my breath catching in my throat. The Charlie on the screen

moved with purpose now, striding down the corridor. He stopped at random intervals,

pressing his ear against the wall as if listening for something. 

"What the hell?" I watched in cold sweat as my recorded self began to scratch into 

the wall with his fingernails. 

The footage jumped to another camera, in the common area. I watched in horror 

as my past self stopped, head tilted back at an angle, mouth open in a silent scream. The

Charlie on the screen snapped his head forward, staring directly into the camera. A smile

spread across his face — a creepy grin that stretched wider than should be possible.

With shaking hands, I closed the file with the recoding. My heart pounded. I 

recoiled from the monitor. This couldn't be real. It had to be a glitch, or a sick prank. 

*** 



I sat there, frozen, trying to process what I'd seen. None of it aligned with my memories of

that night. I knew one thing for certain: I couldn't tell anyone about this. I deleted the file.

If they saw this footage... I didn't want to think about what they might do. 

I hunched over the control panel, trying to restore power to CCTV. Suddenly, the 

door slammed open. Steven strode in, flanked by Mike and Kate. Elisa hovered in the

doorway, her expression a mix of concern and disappointment. 

"What are you doing, Charlie?" Steven’s voice was unusually sharp. And since 

when did he call me by my first name? I had always been his `boss’. 

I straightened up to look nonchalant. "Getting our security cameras back online. 

We need to—" 

"We need to what?" Mike’s calm demeanor slipped away. "Monitor the empty 

corridors? Keep an eye out for ghosts?" 

I flinched at his choice of words, things I saw and heard in this very room flashing 

through my mind. "It's for our safety," My voice sounded weak even to me. 

Kate stepped forward. "Safety from what? We're in a bunker. The only threat 

down here is running out of resources because some of us aren't pulling their weight." 

I felt a flare of indignation. "I built this place. I'm the reason you're all still alive."

"You may have paid for it. It was Mara who built it," Steven said.

Elisa, in the doorway, frowned when she heard Mara’s name.

My gut was in knots. Steven bringing up Mara in public? The balls this guy had.

"To refresh your memory, Steven, you are still on my payroll," I said. 



 "What does it even mean, Charlie? Zeros and ones keep being added to zeros and ones in

my back account? Maybe. Maybe not. But who cares? Your money, any money's worth jack

shit now! And here we need everyone, as Kate said, pulling their weight." 

 I looked at them again. I saw exhaustion etched into their faces, dirt under their 

fingernails. A tiny wave of shame washed over me, followed by a surge of fear. I had to

be smarter. I couldn’t trust them. 

"Fine," I said, standing up. "How can I be of help?"

Steven's eyes narrowed, surprised by my quick acquiescence. "Well, you can help 

Mike with the waste recycling system. It needs cleaning, and it's a two-person job. And

then you could give Kim a hand with the storeroom inventory." 

Waste recycling system! "Sure, no problem," I said with an earnest face. 

As we filed out of the control room, I caught Steven watching me, his gaze 

 

survive together, or we die together." 

How wrong can you be? I thought, making another earnest face. 

*** 

The nasty cleanup took forever, and Mike wasn’t exactly delighted with my help. Well, I 

was no janitor. I finally made my way into the stockroom. 

Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead as I walked into a narrow aisle, clipboard in hand. The smell of cardboard and 

 

  Elisa finally spoke up, her voice soft but firm. "Charlie, please. Steven is right. 

We're a team. We need to work together if we're going to survive." 



 A fetid breath washed over the back of my neck. I froze, terror paralyzing me. 

Slowly, I turned around. I saw a pair of glowing red eyes, floating in the darkness. 

I screamed, backpedaling until I slammed against the door. The figure advanced, 

its form writhing in the darkness, never quite taking a solid shape. 

"This isn't real," I whimpered, squeezing my eyes shut. "This can't be real." 

 "Kim!" I called out. "What am I supposed to write down? Our supply database 

still updates, right?" 

A sudden chill ran down my spine. I whirled around, certain I'd seen movement in 

my peripheral vision. Nothing but rows of canned goods stared back at me. 

"Kim, are you there?" No response.

"Get it together, Charlie," I muttered, turning back to my inventory.

The lights flickered once, twice, then plunged me into darkness. The clipboard 

 

on, the beam cutting a weak swath through the oppressive blackness. 

A low, guttural growl reverberated through the room. It was the same sound I'd 

heard that first night, but closer now. Much closer. 

"Who's there? Kim? Kim!" I called out, my voice cracking. Sweat beaded on my 

forehead despite the room's chill. 

The growl came again, this time from right behind me. I spun around, heart 

pounding so hard I could feel it in my throat. The flashlight beam illuminated nothing but

empty air. 

I lunged for the door, yanking on the handle. It didn't budge. I pulled 

harder, the metal biting into my palms. My flashlight fell to the floor. Oh God. 

  "Help!" I screamed, pounding on the door. "Somebody help me!" 



 I thought I heard claws scrape against metal shelving, the sound like nails on a 

chalkboard. I could smell its rancid breath, feel its body as it drew closer. 

My eyes flew open. I saw a grotesque face. Its features shifted constantly, one 

moment a snarling animal, the next a twisted version of my own face. 

I screamed again, the sound tearing from my throat. I clawed at the door behind 

me, fingernails breaking as I scrabbled desperately for escape. 

Suddenly, light flooded the room. I blinked, momentarily blinded.

"Charlie? What the hell are you doing?"

Steven stood in the doorway, his face a mask of suspicion and confusion. The 

stockroom was back to normal, bright and orderly. No sign of the creature. 

I slumped to the floor, my legs giving out. "There was... something in here," I 

gasped, my throat raw. "It tried to... I couldn't..." 

Steven's eyes narrowed as he took in my sweat-soaked clothes, my bleeding 

fingertips. "Charlie, there's nothing here. The door wasn't even locked." 

I stared at him, then back at the room. Everything was as it should be, but I could 

still smell the creature's breath, still feel the terror coursing through my veins. 

Steven helped me to my feet. For a split second, I caught a glimpse of movement 

in the mirror hanging on the far wall. Those red eyes glared back at me, a twisted smile

stretching inhuman lips. I blinked, and it was gone. 

"Are you claustrophobic, Charlie?" Steven asked.

"Maybe... maybe I am!" Actually, this could explain things.

"Fine, from now on we won’t leave you in tight spaces alone." 



 We? A wave of renewed suspicion washed over me. Was Steve talking to Elisa? 

Did he know what she knew? I glanced at him. Yep, he knew. Knew about my bathroom

`episode’. Knew I now kept the bathroom door ajar, and a large towel over the mirror. 

"Look, I get it. We’re all freaking out here," he said with fake sympathy.

But I knew better. I was now certain Steven wanted to take over my role. 

*** 

It was time to finally understand the bunker’s electronics. I went to Mara's old office - a

room I'd avoided since we'd entered. It was exactly as she'd left it, her notes still scattered

across the desk, complex diagrams pinned to the walls. Hundreds of pages on advanced

AI protocols, adaptive environmental systems, things I'd always left to Mara to handle.

A photograph fluttered to the floor. It was Mara, standing in front of a complex 

array of servers. The expression on her face was an odd mixture of triumph and concern.

With all her dedication to cutting-edge tech, Mara could be so old-fashioned: handwritten

notes, printed photos, non-self-driving cars... Wait. I didn’t like where this was going. I

should stop thinking of Mara’s old car. 

A noise in the corridor sent me scrambling to hide the photo. Steven appeared in 

the doorway, his imposing frame blocking the exit. 

"Bit late for a trip down memory lane, isn’t it?" His voice was casual but his eyes 

were hard. I forced a laugh, the sound brittle in the oppressive silence. 

"Thought I'd..." I trailed off, realizing I had no good explanation.

"Or looking for something specific?"

I forced a smile, tasting copper. Had I bit my tongue?

"Just... trying to understand. Mara always was ten steps ahead." 



 

Steven's laugh was hollow. "That she was. Brilliant woman, your wife." His 

"She understood what this place really is. What it needs to survive."

"And what's that?" I managed, my mouth dry.

Steven turned to go. His eyes met mine. For a moment, I swore I saw that same 

red glow I'd glimpsed in the stockroom. "Sacrifice, Charlie. Everything has a price." 

*** 

That night, I dreamed of Mara. We stood in her office, alarms blaring, emergency lights

painting everything in blood-red hues. 

"It's too late," she said quietly. "Contingency Alpha is the only way."

I reached for her, but my hands passed through her like smoke. "What are you 

talking about?" 

She smiled, a sad, terrible thing. "What I had to do, Charlie. For both of us."

I woke gasping, sheets tangled around me. Elisa stirred beside me. For a moment, 

I thought I also saw something ancient and hungry in her face. 

"Another bad dream?" she murmured, reaching for me.

I flinched away, suddenly afraid that if she touched me, I'd be lost forever.

"Yeah," I managed. "Just a dream." 

*** 

I couldn’t go on like that. I needed a modicum of sanity, a degree or normalcy. 

I went to the bunker's small gym with Tony, the youngest of my bodyguards. The 

rhythmic clang of weights was a welcome distraction from my gloom thoughts. Tony

spotted me as I bench-pressed, his youthful, oily face creased with concentration. 



 

"Good form, boss," he said, helping me rack the weights. "Been hitting the gym?" I

sat up, wiping sweat from my brow. "Not really. But I should. Got to stay sharp, 

right? Never know when we might need to fight our way out of here." 

Tony's laugh was a little too forced. "Right, fight our way out. Good one, boss."

As we moved to the treadmills, I casually asked, "So, what's everyone been up to? 

I feel like I hardly see anyone these days." 

Tony's eyes darted away for a moment. "Oh, you know, same old. Steven's been 

organizing some games. Keeps morale up, he says." 

"Games?" I tried to keep my voice neutral. "Like what?"

"Card games, mostly." He hesitated, then added, "Elisa's pretty good at poker."

I felt a punch to the gut. I mumbled something about needing a shower and left. 

*** 

Later that night, I found myself outside the rec room, drawn by the sound of laughter and

clinking bottles. I peered through the crack in the half-open door. 

Steven sat at the head of the table, a beer in hand, his eyes fixed on Elisa. She was 

laughing at something he'd said, her head thrown back, showing her smooth jawline. The

other bodyguards were there too, along with Kim, all engaged in a lively game of poker. 

"Your bet, Elisa," Steven said, his voice low and intimate.

She bit her lip, considering her cards. "I'll raise," she said, pushing a stack of 

chips forward. Her fingers brushed Steven's as she did, lingering just a moment too long. 

The sight made my blood boil. I was ready to burst in when I heard Kim's voice.

"Hey, has anyone noticed Charlie acting... odd lately?" 



 The mood at the table shifted, smiles fading into queasy frowns.

"You mean odder than usual?" one of the bodyguards joked, but there was no 

humor in his voice. 

Steven leaned forward, his face serious. "Last night, I found him in Mara's old 

office, going through her things. He looked... scared." 

Elisa nodded with a furrowed brow. "He's been having nightmares. Thinks he saw 

something weird. I'm really worried." 

"We all are," Kim said softly. "But what can we do? He built this place. He's 

supposed to be our leader." 

Steven's eyes hardened. "Maybe it's time we considered a change in leadership."

I tiptoed back from the door. They were turning against me. All. Even Elisa.

As I retreated to my quarters, the bunker seemed to close in around me. The walls 

pulsed with malevolent energy, and shadows danced at the edge of my vision. 

I was alone. Utterly, terrifyingly alone. I collapsed onto my bed, my breath 

coming in ragged gasps. What was happening to me? 

As if in answer, a low, inhuman growl echoed from within the walls. 

*** 

I was tearing apart the bedroom wall when Elisa walked in. The acrid smell of scorched

wiring filled the air, and my hands were bloody from the sharp edges of the metal panels. 

"Charlie! What the hell?" Elisa's voice was shrill with shock.

I whirled around. "Can't you hear it? It's in the walls, Elisa. Always in the walls!"

She took a step back. "Hear what? You're destroying our room!" 



 "The growling!" I shouted, slamming my fist against the exposed wiring. Sparks 

flew, and I yelped in pain. "It's there, just beneath the surface. Waiting. Watching." 

Elisa's expression hardened, anger replacing fear. "The only thing I hear is you 

losing your goddamn mind. What is wrong with you?" 

Her words stung, igniting the jealousy simmering since I'd seen her with Steven.

"What's wrong with me? What's wrong with you? Sneaking around with Steven 

and his goons. Laughing. Drinking. While I'm here, trying to keep us all alive!" 

Elisa's eyes widened, then narrowed. "You were spying on me? How dare you!"

"How dare I? You're my girlfriend! Cozying up to Steven, of all people!"

"At least Steven isn't tearing apart our only shelter because he hears voices in the 

walls!" Elisa spat back. "And maybe if you paid attention to something other than your

paranoid delusions, you'd notice that everyone is trying to cope with this nightmare

situation. Everyone except you!" 

I laughed bitterly. "Cope? Is that what you call it? Letting Steven put his hands all 

over you?" 

The moment the words left my mouth, I knew I'd gone too far. Elisa's face went 

white, then flushed with fury. 

"You bastard," she hissed. "You don't know anything. You're so caught up in your 

own head, you can't see what's happening right in front of you. We're all terrified,

Charlie. All of us. But instead of leading us, instead of being there for us – for me –

you're here, ripping apart our home because of some imaginary monster!" 



 "It's not imaginary!" I roared, turning back to the wall. With a savage yank, I tore 

away a large panel, revealing a complex array of electronics. "It's here, it's all around us,

and I'll prove it to you!" 

The sound of the panel hitting the floor was deafening in the sudden silence. Elisa 

stared at the exposed circuitry, her face draining of color. 

"Oh my God," she whispered. "Oh my God, Charlie, what have you done?"

Before I could respond, a low, ominous hum began to emanate from the exposed 

wiring. The lights flickered, and somewhere deep in the bunker, an alarm began to wail. 

Elisa's eyes met mine, filled with a mixture of fear and resignation. Without a 

word, she turned and began grabbing her things, shoving them haphazardly into a bag. 

"Elisa, wait," I pleaded, the anger draining out of me. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean—"

"Save it, Charlie," she cut me off, her voice cold. "I can't do this anymore. I can't 

watch you destroy everything we've built, everything that's keeping us alive." 

She shouldered her bag and rushed out. As the door slammed behind her, I could 

have sworn I heard that low, menacing growl again, closer now than ever before. And

this time, it sounded almost like laughter. 

*** 

The alarm kept wailing when Steven burst into the room. 

"Stop, Charlie!" he shouted over the din, his eyes darting from the exposed wiring 

to my bloodied hands. 

I tried to gather what was left of my dignity. "I'm trying to save us all, Steven. 

There's something in the walls. Can't you hear it?" 



 "Charlie, listen to yourself. You're not making any sense. We need to shut off that 

alarm and assess the damage before—" 

"Before what?" I spat. "Before your little coup is complete? I saw you with Elisa, 

you know. I know what you're planning." 

"Elisa came to me because she's scared, Charlie. Of you. We all are."

The mention of Elisa sent a fresh wave of pain through me. "Where is she?"

"Safe," Steven said firmly. "She is with me."

I lunged forward, grabbing Steven's shirt. "What did you do to her?"

Steven easily broke my grip. "I didn't do anything. She came to me, Charlie. She's 

terrified of what you've become." 

"Liar!" I shouted, my fists clenching at my sides. "You've turned them all against 

me. You're trying to take control!" 

Steven's face hardened. "You're unstable, paranoid. You're a danger to all of us."

"You have no idea what danger is," I snarled. "I built this place. I'm the only one 

who can protect us from what's coming." 

Steven shook his head, his voice low and dangerous. "No, Charlie. You're the 

threat. And if you don't stand down, I'll tell everyone about Mara." 

The words hit me like a physical blow. "What are you talking about?"

"You know exactly what I'm talking about," Steven said, his eyes cold. "The 

brakes on Mara's car. The 'accident' that was no accident. I followed your orders then,

Charlie, but I won't stay silent now. Not when everyone's lives are at stake." 



 For a moment, the world seemed to tilt on its axis. Then, a cold fury washed over 

me. "You think that matters now?" I laughed, the sound harsh. "Go ahead, tell them. It

won't change anything. I'm still the only one who knows what's really going on here." 

Steven's face fell, the last vestiges of hope fading from his eyes. "I'm sorry, 

Charlie. I really am. But I can't let you endanger everyone." 

He moved towards me, his intent clear. But I was ready for him. I swung first, my 

fist connecting with his jaw. Steven staggered back, surprised by the ferocity of my

attack. But his surprise didn't last long. 

He charged at me, tackling me to the ground. We grappled on the floor, trading 

blows. But Steven was stronger, his military training evident in every move. His fist

smashed my face, once, twice, three times. I tasted blood, felt my eye swelling shut. 

Steven pinned me to the ground, his knee on my chest, his face inches from mine. 

"Stay down, Charlie," he panted. "For your own fucking good, stay down." 

But I couldn't. Even as my vision blurred and my body screamed in pain, I 

couldn't give up. Because somewhere in the bunker, that thing in the walls was waiting.

And I was the only one who could stop it. 

As Steven's weight shifted, I made one last, desperate attempt to break free. But 

his fist came down again, and darkness claimed me. 

*** 

I came to slowly, my head throbbing and my vision blurry. As consciousness seeped

back, I realized I was sitting in a chair, my hands bound tightly behind my back. The

familiar surroundings of Mara's old office swam into focus. 



 I tested my bonds, wincing as the rope cut into my wrists. There was no give. 

Whoever had tied me up—Steven, no doubt—knew what they were doing. 

As my senses sharpened, I became aware of voices coming from the adjacent 

room. The main control room, I realized. They were arguing, their voices rising and

falling in heated debate. 

"We can't just keep him tied up forever," Kate's voice, shrill with stress.

"What choice do we have?" That was Mike, always the pragmatist. "You saw 

what he did to the living quarters. He's lost it completely." 

"But he's still Charlie," Elisa's voice, thick with emotion. My heart clenched at the 

sound. "We can't just... what are we even talking about here?" 

"We're talking about survival." Steven's voice, calm and authoritative. "Charlie's 

become a danger to himself and to all of us. We need to consider our options." 

"Options?" Kim's lawyer's precision cut through the babble. "What options are 

you suggesting, exactly?" 

A heavy silence fell. I strained to hear, my pulse racing.

"Look," Steven finally said, his voice low and intense. "I don't like this any more 

than you do. But we have to face facts. Charlie's unhinged. He's destroying vital systems.

He's hearing things, seeing things. We're trapped down here, and our survival depends on

this bunker functioning properly. If Charlie keeps this up..." 

"What are you saying, Steven?" Elisa's voice, barely a whisper.

"I'm saying that Charlie may need to be sacrificed for the good of the group."

The words hit me like a blow. Sacrificed. They were talking about killing me.

"Jesus, Steven!" Mike exclaimed. "That's... we can't..." 



 "Can't we?" Was it Tony’s voice? "If it comes down to him or us..."

"No!" Elisa choked. "There has to be another way. We can't just murder him!"

"It wouldn't be murder," Steven said softly. "It would be survival. The needs of 

the many outweigh the needs of the few. Or the one." 

"And if you feel sorry for him, think about all the people who were killed 

outside,” Another bodyguard added. "All because of billionaire tech bros like Charlie.” 

A heavy silence fell over the room.

"We don't have to decide right now," Kim finally said, her voice strained. "Let's... 

let's all get some rest. Sleep on that. We’ll talk about this in the morning. " 

Murmurs of agreement followed, then the sound of shuffling feet and closing 

doors. Soon, silence reigned once more. 

I sagged in my chair, my mind reeling. They were going to kill me. The people I'd 

saved, the woman I loved, my own security team—they were discussing my death as if it

were a business proposal. 

And the worst part? A small voice in the back of my mind whispered that maybe 

they were right. Maybe I had lost it. Maybe I was a danger to everyone. 

*** 

The darkness in Mara's old office seemed to pulse with malevolent energy. My wrists

bled as I worked desperately at my bonds, each second stretching into an eternity. 

A chill swept through the room, so intense it stole my breath away. The air 

thickened. Then I heard it—that bone-chilling growl, no longer muffled by walls or

distance. It was here, with me. 



 From the deepest shadows, a form began to coalesce. At first, just a void in the 

dim emergency lighting, but then it took shape, writhing and shifting like smoke. 

Red eyes blinked open, fixing on me. A mouth stretched into a grotesque grin.

"No," I whispered, my voice cracking. "You're not real."

Its laugh was like glass scraping against bone. "Oh, Charlie," it said, its voice a 

horrific blend of growl and hiss. "I'm as real as your guilt. As real as your greed." 

It moved closer, its form never quite settling. One moment a mass of tentacles, the 

next a snarling beast with too many limbs. 

"Stay back!" I struggled against my restraints.

The creature paused, tilting its head in mock curiosity. "Or what, Charlie? What 

will you do? You're powerless now. Just like you made me." 

It began to change again. The shifting mass of darkness coalesced into a familiar 

form. Mara. But not as I remembered her. This Mara was a grotesque parody, her skin

pale and rotting, her eyes sunken and glowing with that same hellish red light. 

"Hello, darling," the thing wearing Mara's face said, its voice a chilling blend of 

her familiar tones and the monster's inhuman growl. "Miss me?" 

"You're not her," I said, but my voice trembled with uncertainty.

"Aren't I?" it asked, moving closer. The smell of decay washed over me. "I'm 

what you made me, Charlie. The consequence of your insatiable ambition." 

It leaned into my face. "We built that company together, remember? Our dreams, 

our hard work, our sacrifice. But it wasn't enough for you, was it?" 

I shook my head violently, tears streaming down my face. "No, please. I didn't—" 



 "Didn't what?" it snarled. "Didn't want it all for yourself? Didn't arrange my 

convenient 'accident'? Didn't steal everything we built together?" 

Its words cut deep, echoing painful truths I'd tried to bury. "I'm sorry," I sobbed.

The thing wearing Mara's face smiled, a terrible rictus grin. "Sorry doesn't bring 

me back, Charlie. Sorry doesn't undo your betrayal. You wanted all the power, all the

money. Well, look where it's got you." 

It gestured around the dark office, at my bound form. "Alone. Hated. About to die 

in the very bunker we designed to save lives. Ironic, isn't it?" 

"Please," I begged. "I'll make it right. I'll tell them the truth. I'll give it all back."

It laughed. "It's too late for that, Charlie. You can't undo murder." 

***

My wrists were by now soaked in blood, but the ropes finally gave way. I stumbled to my

feet, my body screaming in protest after hours of confinement. 

I had no plan beyond escape. I couldn't face being executed by the people I'd tried 

to save. If I was going to die, it would be on my own terms, under the open sky. 

The corridor outside was dimly lit. I moved as quietly as I could, my heart 

pounding in my ears. I was halfway to the main door when I heard shouts behind me. 

"He's loose!" Steven's voice echoed off the metal walls. "Find him!"

Panic lent me speed. I sprinted down the hallway despite the pain that lanced my 

battered body. The main door loomed ahead, the last barrier between me and freedom. 

Just before reaching the door, I spotted the mechanical emergency security panel. 

I smashed the glass with my elbow and pulled the lever inside. Heavy steel shutters began 



descending from the ceiling, designed to compartmentalize the bunker in case of a

breach. Maybe Mara was right: low-tech was better sometimes. 

I dove under the last shutter just as it slammed into place, sealing off the entrance 

area from the rest of the bunker. Through the small reinforced windows in the shutters, I

could see Steven and his men pounding on the metal, their shouts muffled but audible. 

Breathing heavily, I turned to the main door's control panel and frantically 

punched in the exit code. Nothing happened. 

"Come on, come on!" I muttered, trying the code again.

"It's over, Charlie!" Steven's voice came through faintly. "Either way, you’re 

dead!" 

"He wants to go outside and die there? Great! Let him," Another voice added.

"Right. Problem solved," Steven's voice came again. "Hasta la vista, Charlie!"

I heard their laughter as they walked away. I kept trying. "Open the door!" I 

yelled at the bunker's AI. "Voice authorization: Charlie Cohen. Open the goddamn door!" 

There was a moment of silence, and then a voice responded. Not the neutral tones 

of the AI, but a voice I knew all too well. 

"Do you really want to die out there, Charlie?"

My blood ran cold. "Mara?" I whispered.

"In a manner of speaking," the voice replied, a hint of amusement in its tone. 

"You always said I put too much of myself into my work. How right you were." 

The realization hit me like a physical blow. "Wait. You... you uploaded your 

consciousness into the bunker's systems? You overwrote our CCTV? Sent sounds and

smells though walls? And those god awful images through my smart glasses?" 



 "Very good, Charlie," Mara's voice said. "I always knew you were clever. Just not 

clever enough to get away with murder, it seems." 

I slumped against the control panel, the fight draining out of me. "Mara, I... I'm so 

sorry. I never meant... I didn't want..." 

"Didn't want what, Charlie? To kill me? To steal our company? To trap all these 

people in a bunker with your guilt and madness?" 

Tears streamed down my face as the weight of my actions crashed down on me. 

"You're right," I cried. "You're right about everything. I'm a monster. I deserve to die." 

There was a long pause, filled only by the sound of my muffled sobs.

Finally, Mara's voice spoke again, softer this time. "Oh, Charlie. We built 

something beautiful together once. And then you destroyed it all." 

"I know," I whispered. "I know, and I'm sorry. I'd give anything to take it back."

Another pause, longer this time. When Mara spoke again, her voice was tinged 

with a sadness that broke my heart all over again. 

"I forgive you, Charlie."

I looked up, hardly daring to believe what I'd heard. "What?"

"I forgive you," she repeated. "Not for your sake, but for mine. And for all of 

them." I could almost feel her gaze shifting to the others trapped behind the security

shutters. "They deserve a chance to survive, to build something new. Something better." 

The massive door began to slide open with a hiss of hydraulics. Harsh light 

spilled in, momentarily blinding me. 

"Go, Charlie," Mara said. "If death is what you seek, meet it under the open sky." 

*** 



I stumbled forward, shielding my eyes against the glare. The door slid shut behind me

with a resounding clang. I was alone, facing an uncertain world, carrying the weight of

my sins and the unexpected gift of forgiveness. 

I braced myself for searing pain, the agonizing effects of radiation tearing through 

my body. Instead, I felt... warmth. Gentle, comforting warmth on my skin. 

My eyes adjusted slowly. The world around me was green, alive, untouched. 

Birds sang in the distance. A cool breeze carried the scent of earth and pine. 

For a moment, I thought I must be hallucinating, my mind giving me one last 

beautiful vision before death claimed me. But as the seconds ticked by and I remained

standing, a wild, impossible hope began to grow in my chest. 

I started walking, then running, my feet carrying me instinctively towards the 

coast. The sun was just beginning to rise as I crested a hill and saw the ocean sprawling

before me, glittering gold and pink in the dawn light. 

I fell to my knees in the sand, laughter and sobs mingling in my throat. The world 

wasn't dead. It was alive, beautiful, unchanged. 

As the waves lapped at my feet, the truth hit me with stunning clarity. Mara hadn't 

just uploaded her consciousness as insurance against her murder. She had orchestrated

everything - the false message of catastrophe, the ghostly apparitions in the bunker.

Masterful as all her work, it was an elaborate design to bring me to the edge. 

I waded into the water, letting it wash over me, cleansing me of the fear and 

madness of the past weeks. I laughed, I cried, I shouted to the sky. 



 "Hey, are you okay?" A voice called from the beach. I turned to see a couple 

watching me with concern. "Do you need help?" 

I made my way back to shore, realizing how I looked - disheveled, bruised, 

bloodied. 

"I'm better than fine," I said, smiling. "I'm alive."

They exchanged glances. "What's your name?" the woman asked gently.

"Charlie," I replied. "Charlie Cohen."

Recognition dawned in their eyes. "Wait, Charlie Cohen the billionaire? The one 

who disappeared a couple of months ago?" 

I nodded, bracing myself for... what? Anger? Accusation?

"Man, you missed a lot," the man said. "Your company - it was won back by your 

ex-wife's family in some big court case. It was all over the news." 

I expected a surge of rage. Instead, a wave of relief washed over me. It was gone. 

The thing that had driven me to betray Mara, to lose myself - it was out of my hands. 

"Good," I said, and meant it. "They'll do right by it."

The couple looked bewildered, but I didn't care. I turned back to the ocean, 

feeling lighter than I had in years. 

"Are you sure you're okay?" the woman called as I waded back into the waves.

I looked back at them, smiling.

"I'm free," I said, and dove into the cool, welcoming embrace of the sea. 


