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 ONE – WHO KNEW 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Interstate 90 East – Montana 
 
    44 Miles East of Billings 
 
      
 
    Nothing indicated that Dickie Wilson’s day would be any different. He didn’t have that super gut feeling he always relied upon with his job in sales. Dickie had the best gut instinct around. People always called to ask how he ‘felt’ about things. 
 
    His mother always said he should have been a psychic, but Dickie loved his job selling insurance. It wasn’t just the regular kind of life, car, home, it was also hazard insurance. Things everyday folks didn’t think about, but the rural communities did. Those who faced the challenges of tornados, storms and other natural disasters. Events which impacted them personally, but also financially, because their businesses were affected. 
 
    He always made money right before tornado, drought or devastating insect season. Some people didn’t know there was such a thing as drought or insect season, but ask any farmer, they were just as devastating as any other natural disaster. 
 
    Dickie’s company carried it all. If it wasn’t mentioned in the policy and a client thought about it, he had an underwriter put it in. 
 
    Nothing … absolutely nothing wasn’t insurable. 
 
    He recalled one time, a truck stop asked for ‘damage by urine’ to be put into his policy. Dickie had it put in never thinking a claim would be sought, sure enough, six months later some drunk took a wayward piss outside the stop and shorted the entire electrical system. 
 
    How that happened, Dickie still tried to figure out. 
 
    This day started out normal. He left Billings; his first stop was Hardin, then Montana for three days and onward to Rapid City, South Dakota. 
 
    Two weeks straight of traveling and meetings. 
 
    The only bad feelings that swirled in Dickie’s gut were the slight, sudden clouds he could see over Hardin which meant his outdoor meeting would be inside, and the fact he was hungry. 
 
    He had a two PM meeting before checking into his room at the Homestead Inn and Suite, Dickie needed a snack badly. Chocolate frosted donuts sounded good. 
 
    The truck stop was just on the edge of town, and Dickie pulled into the lot of Love’s Travel Stop. 
 
    Not only was it time to get some snacks, but he figured it would be a good time to gather up road trash he had accumulated in his front seat. He gathered the empty cigarette packs, soda bottles, take out burger wrappers and napkins, tossing them in a plastic convenience store bag. With that in his hand, he opened the car door and stepped out. 
 
    It took him up until he placed the bag in the trash before he realized he didn’t see anyone. He wondered if the store was even open. He grabbed the door handle to the shop and pulled. 
 
    It wasn’t closed. 
 
    Those chocolate donuts were calling him. 
 
    Dickies stepped in the store and looked immediately to his left. There wasn’t a clerk behind the register, which was odd.  
 
    Maybe the clerk was in the back. 
 
    Luckily, the six pack of mini chocolate frost donuts was on the display right up front. Dickie lifted two packs and walked to the back of the store to the coolers. He’d get some water, then fill one of those jumbo thirst buster cups with diet soda. 
 
    On the way there, he grabbed a bag of chips, then pretzels. It was when he opened the cooler he caught sight of it through the corner of his eye. 
 
    In shock, Dickie dropped the donuts and snacks as he jumped back, slamming his back against the cooler door when he saw the legs. 
 
    The pair of legs, awkwardly positioned like a dropped baby doll, poked out from the aisle. 
 
    “Hello!” he called out. “Someone?” Slowly he took a step forward to the aisle. 
 
    The body of a younger man lay on the ground. A giant, thirst buster cup lay on the floor and the blue liquid was spilt around the body. 
 
    The man’s eyes were open and bulging, his mouth agape, his chest heaved outward as if he died mid inhale. 
 
    “There’s a dead guy here!” Dickie called out and raced to the front of the store. “Hello?” 
 
    The clerk wasn’t there. He spun, thinking, perhaps the worker was in the rest room as he charged down another aisle to the back and stopped cold when he saw another body in the hall by the bathrooms. 
 
    “Holy shit,” barely emerged from his mouth when he turned and ran to the counter again. He had left his phone in the car and would use the stores to call the police. 
 
    His hand slammed on the counter as he pushed the waist high gate to get behind the counter, but Dickie didn’t make it far. 
 
    There he saw the clerk on the floor. Her head against the undercounter cabinets, and like the man with the thirst buster, her mouth was open and eyes bulging. 
 
    It was time to get out and call for help. 
 
    He was in there less than a minute and saw three bodies; that was enough for him. 
 
    Dickie raced back to his car, lifted the phone and called 911. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 National Earthquake Information Center (NEIC) 
 
    US Geological Survey – Golden, Colorado. 
 
    The ‘Geologists Rock’ mug was standard issue around the lab, that was why Gene Montgomery decided on the one that read ‘My Sediments Exactly’. No one else had that saying on theirs and once Gene found it, they didn’t dare get one. Not that Gene would get angry, but he wouldn’t let them live it down. Jokingly, he’d tell them they wanted to be like him. 
 
    He was lighthearted, always telling people most geologist were. Scientists always got a bad rap for being serious, when in fact, most in geology were actually very fun loving people. 
 
    Gene was one of two people in the lab that week. Everyone else was out in the field, except his intern. Gene sent him for a burger and some Starbucks coffee. 
 
    “That’s age, my friend.” Gene set down his mug. He kicked back in his chair, legs up on his desk, staring at the large computer monitor where he video chatted with his lifelong friend Tom Foster. He had known ‘Tommy’ since they played something called ‘Tee ball’ together. It used to be the earliest form of baseball for five or six year olds. A pipe like post held the ball and the kids would swing at it, teaching them how to hit the baseball. 
 
    Gene probably still couldn’t hit a ball off a tee. He wasn’t even sure little league even had it anymore. 
 
    He talked to Tom once a week, it used to be more texting, until Tom went through the divorce a few years earlier and then suddenly they had something else in common again. Only Gene wasn’t married anywhere near as long as Tom and he certainly didn’t have children. 
 
    “Yep, age,” Gene said. “Your hair and waist go at thirty, your eyes at forty and andropause at fifty.” 
 
    “What?” Tom laughed the word. “What the hell is andropause?” 
 
    “Male equivalent to menopause.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing.” 
 
    “There is. I’m a scientist, I know these things.” 
 
    “You’re a geologist.” 
 
    “Still. I know these things. Look it up,” Gene told him.  
 
    “I will. Maybe that’s what it was,” Tom said. “I honestly couldn’t remember where I parked my car.” 
 
    “It was Walmart. No one remembers where they parked their car when they walk out of Walmart,” Gene replied. “You get so caught up in there it leaves your mind. It has nothing to do with age.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “When I was walking around, hitting my clicker, some kid … well, he wasn’t a kid, he was Gabe’s age, like thirty.” 
 
    “It’s a kid to you.” 
 
    “True. Anyhow, he called me an old man. He said, ‘Did you lose your car old man?’ I must be showing my age.” 
 
    Gene looked at Tom. To him he didn’t look old, neither Tom nor himself looked young anymore. Tom had gray mixed in with his dark blonde hair. Unlike Gene who was all gray. Both men held off the facial lines pretty good, but their necks gave them away. 
 
    “You don’t look old, Tom,” Gene said. “You look tired. You’re fifty-two years old and you beat the hell out of your body every single day.” 
 
    “It’s construction. Even though I’m project manager, I still can’t stop getting my hands dirty. I love it. But … vacation is finally here.” 
 
    “Not much longer?” 
 
    “Less than twenty-four hours. The boys are excited.” 
 
    Gene laughed. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your grown ass sons are not excited about going to Vegas with their dad. Now …” Gene cleared his throat. “Maybe they’re excited because Uncle Gene is showing up the last couple days.” 
 
    “Can you get away? You said you weren’t sure.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m gonna get there.” 
 
    “That’s excellent,” Tom said. 
 
    Gene shifted his eyes when he saw his intern. “Oh, my Starbucks is here.” 
 
    “You’re so pampered.” 
 
    “I am not, I like my pick me ups.” Gene glanced up when Kyle, his intern, handed him the beverage and kept on walking. “Thanks,” Gene told him. 
 
    “Is that pink?” Tom asked. 
 
    “It’s good and your color settings must be off on your computer because this is green.” 
 
    “Oh, stop, it is not.” 
 
    The ‘beep’ of an incoming inter-system message, caught Gene’s attention. “Hold on, Tom.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    Gene opened it, not thinking it would be anything important, he certainly wasn’t expecting to see the image. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I just got a picture of a dead cow from the deputy director.” 
 
    “What does a dead cow have to do with you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’ll find out,” Gene said. “Looks like I have to go to Montana.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Like …” Gene read the message. “Now. I mean this is vague.” 
 
    “I’ll let you go. If you can, let me know what that’s about.” 
 
    “I will. Thanks. Talk to you later, buddy.”  
 
    Gene ended the video call and his focus went back to the picture of the cow. 
 
    In all the years Gene knew Deputy Director Susan Diel, he had never known her to be so vague. Yet, she was. The message merely stated for him to be at the airfield in thirty minutes and she would meet him at Harding, Montana because she needed him there.  Susan was meticulous, but her message, oddly, had typos, which told Gene she rushed to send it. He knew by looking at it something had to be horribly wrong. What a dead cow had to do with his department, Gene would just have to wait a single flight to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO – IN DEEP 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hardin, MT 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much time to think on the flight that was less than two hours, but Gene did his best to try to wrap his head around what a dead cow in Montana had to do with him. 
 
    He deduced it had to do more with Susan. They had worked together for a long time, and Gene was a senior science advisor, more than likely she needed him there for an argument or to convince an official about something. 
 
    But a dead cow? 
 
    That would be agriculture, not geology. He hadn’t seen or heard of any unusual seismic activity out of the norm in Montana. 
 
    He was drawing a blank on guessing. 
 
    Gene never liked mysteries or suspenseful movies, he always fast forwarded to the end. 
 
    But he supposed he would find out shortly. 
 
    He landed in Billings and a government car waited for him. 
 
    He did ask the driver if he knew what was going on, to which the driver merely replied, “Something happened in Hardin.” 
 
    Thinking, ‘Well that narrows it’, Gene’s thoughts reverted back to it being something really bad when he saw the roadblock. Not only had the police and military blocked the road, but tons of news vans lined the highway. 
 
    The news kept a distance, held back by police and military officials all wearing half mask respirators. 
 
    “Okay,” Gene said. “This is more than I thought.” 
 
    When they stopped at the roadblock and showed their credentials, they were immediately handed masks and instructed to put them on before going any further. 
 
    Gene felt completely out of his league. 
 
    Something biological was not his forte, and clearly that was what happened. 
 
    “We’re supposed to meet Director Diel up there at that truck stop,” the driver told him. 
 
    “Thanks.” Gene kept his gaze out the window, he didn’t see anything yet. 
 
    The blockade was a half mile from the town’s city limits, and as they drove that last little bit the truck stop came into view. 
 
    He knew instantly, it was something no one could figure out. 
 
    The county health department van was there, a Department of Agriculture sticker was on the side of a blue sedan, even more worrisome was not only the presence of the coroner, but the Center for Disease Control as well. 
 
    “What the hell?” Gene spoke his thoughts out loud. 
 
    The car pulled to a stop, Gene shouldered his bag and when he stepped out, he saw Susan. 
 
    Susan Diel was always put together, whether she wore a dress suit or casual. But wearing jeans and a blouse, she looked out of sorts. 
 
    “Gene.” She extended her hand. “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “Well, you said I had to be here. Now … I’m curious.” 
 
    She exhaled with almost a whistle, then pointed back to an older tan, SUV. The driver’s side door was open and two individuals in full hazmat suits stood there. 
 
    “Jesus, Susan, what is going on?” 
 
    She handed him a pair of gloves. “Put these on and try not to touch anything. Not that I think it matters.” 
 
    They walked to the tan SUV. 
 
    Gene saw the cell phone on the ground by the open driver door, and the arm that dangled out. 
 
    They moved around to the other side of it. 
 
    “County emergency received a call from this man,” Susan said. “A short call for help, stating everyone was dead.” 
 
    Gene stopped walking as they passed the SUV completely. “Everyone is dead? You mean here?” 
 
    Susan widened her eyes and tilted her head almost as a point. Gene turned around and looked, not far from the truck stop, a man lay by a tractor trailer. Across the street was a gas station and while there were cars at the pumps, Gene could see no one standing. 
 
    “We have a meeting with everyone at the Holiday Inn in Billings shortly. Let’s walk into town,” she said. 
 
    “Do I want to?” 
 
    “No. But you have to. Every division you can think of is here to figure out what occurred.” 
 
    The town wasn’t far, in fact, they were a mere block from the business section and clearly it showed signs that whatever it was that happened, happened fast. 
 
    Immediately he saw four wrecked cars. Two had hit into each other, one went through a bank window, the last one wrapped around a telephone pole. 
 
    Dead people spread about the streets, groceries scattered on the ground, spilt, take out coffee in puddles near the bodies. There were officials everywhere walking around, most of them looked like CDC. 
 
    “Do they think it’s biological?” Gene asked. 
 
    “That’s the general consensus,” Susan replied. “Perhaps a weapon.” 
 
    “But, you don’t think so?” 
 
    Susan shook her head. “Neither should you.” 
 
    As soon as she said that, Gene knew he had seen the sight before. Not that he wanted to see a body, but Gene needed to. 
 
    He walked a little further down the street and paused at the next body he saw. A woman, probably dressed for the office, lay on the sidewalk. She was huddled like a turtle. Her knees to the ground, arms back, her body arched forward, head to the sideway. A small pool of blood surrounded her head. He crouched down and looked at her eyes and wide open mouth. After standing, Gene walked over to another body, that of a man. He was propped up against the side of a pharmacy. 
 
    He just stared at him. 
 
    “Gene?” 
 
    “This has all the telltale signs of a limnic explosion,” Gene said. “But there are no lakes.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Obviously, there is something here that made you bring me in.” 
 
    “There is.” 
 
    “What is it, Susan?” Gene asked. “What is it that out of all your geologists you had to call me? I’m good. But there are others who are better.” 
 
    “Not about this,” she replied. “This is you. When you see, you’ll know why.” 
 
    His curiosity piqued again, Gene followed Susan. Wherever they were going was in walking distance, but not close. She picked up the pace. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first thing Gene saw, parked in the lot of the Big Horn Body shop and towing company was the blue van marked, Earthquake Studies Offices. Gene wasn’t familiar with anyone who worked there, but he had often received reports from them. The doors at the back of the van were open, and he saw a younger woman with a tablet. Her fingers swiped across. 
 
    She turned her head his way, it was hard to see her expression with the mask. 
 
    Gene approached her. 
 
    Susan introduced them. “April, this is Gene Taylor from my department.” 
 
    “How do you do, Doctor Taylor,” she said. 
 
    “Just Gene will be fine. You have activity?” 
 
    “We do,” she replied. “Wasn’t big. Looks like it happened six hours ago, at least from our readouts. Nothing major. A two pointer. The town shook a little.” 
 
    “So this is the epicenter?” Gene asked. 
 
    April nodded. 
 
    Susan added, “This didn’t just happen when I called you. It happened hours beforehand, we think. We’ll know more later, FBI is checking transactions from stores. Phone signals. That sort of thing. The town is removed so it was unnoticed at first.” 
 
    “Seems everyone knows now,” Gene said. “Did you see the news?” 
 
    “The news knows something is up. They just don’t know what. This way.” She waved her hand and walked beyond the van to behind the body shop building.  
 
    At first it looked like just a field or farm and then Gene saw it. 
 
    Rocks and dirt covered the ground like snow and fifty feet away was a long mound of dirt, at least ten feet high. As if a bulldozer had pushed it. 
 
    Gene knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    He ran to the mound and just as he suspected it wasn’t a line, he climbed to the top to see. The massive amount of dirt was a circle that formed around a huge, perfectly round hole in the ground. 
 
    The hole had to be at least fifty feet in diameter and more than a hundred feet deep. 
 
    “Holy shit.” Nervously, Gene undid the latch on his bag and pulled out a handheld reader. “April,” he called to her, “Did you do readings?” 
 
    “We just got here,” she replied. “We just placed sensors.” 
 
    Gene nodded and turned on the red gadget. He extended the small wand, moved it around. His eyes stay transfixed on the meter readings. 
 
    “Anything?” Susan asked. 
 
    Gene shook his head. “Let me try something else.” He made a knob adjustment and his eyes widened. Hurriedly, he slid down the mound and held the wand outward. He walked around further back, taking readings as far back as the body shop. Then he returned to the crater in the ground and the dirt there. 
 
    Crouching down, he did one more reading, then stood and took off his mask. 
 
    “Gene?” Susan asked in shock. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “It’s fine. It’s safe now. It’s definitely not biological,” Gene said. “It’s methane.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Fort Collins, CO 
 
      
 
    When Tom Foster said he didn’t travel much, he wasn’t kidding. More so, he just didn’t fly. In fact, the last time he flew he was young and they still served food on the plane, and if he remembered correctly, his father made them sit in the ‘smoking’ section.  
 
    Flying just wasn’t his thing. He didn’t place taking family vacations under the category of travel. Mainly because they drove to their destination and the places they did go to were cheap and close. 
 
    Tom was never a rich man. He worked hard his entire life, he made good money, but by the time he really achieved that level of income where he could save some money, his wife met someone else and left him. That was about the same time his youngest son, Gabe, discovered that getting in trouble was a new way of life. 
 
    Like most siblings, Gabe and his brother were complete opposites. It was strange because when they were teens, Gabe was responsible and Owen was the mouthy one. Then life seemed balanced when the boys were in their twenties. 
 
    He guessed somewhere in there Gabe decided he didn’t want to be the good guy any longer. He was still a nice kid, but he made horrible decisions, like leaving his wife of three years for a stripper he met in another county. 
 
    Suddenly, Tom sprouted gray hair after gray hair the more he had to bail Gabe out of one spot of trouble or another. He swore Gabe would never live to see his thirtieth birthday. He did, but that thirtieth birthday was certainly iffy. 
 
    In a way, bad news for Gabe wasn’t always bad, it helped keep his mind off the breakup. 
 
    Tom wasn’t surprised or devastated like he thought he’d be when Julie left him. He saw it coming. Admittedly, Tom was never around, he was far too focused on Gabe and they had married when they were merely twenty. He just wanted her to be happy. Not so much that he wanted to give her that boat load of court ordered alimony each month. 
 
    In fact, alimony and Gabe were the reasons for the vacation. 
 
    Julie finally remarried and the alimony stopped, and Gabe looked as if he were finally finding his way. 
 
    A cause to celebrate. 
 
    Then again, poor Owen was like, “And Dad, what exactly am I celebrating?” 
 
    Tom told him, “The fact that you’re hearing me talk to you about your brother far less.” 
 
    “I’ll celebrate when a little more time goes by,” Owen had told him. “However, I won’t pass up a trip to Vegas.” 
 
    Both his sons knew it was a big thing for Tom to get on a plane, even if it wasn’t that long of a flight. 
 
    As he packed his bag in his room, he thought about the day he told his sons they were gonna take a trip to Vegas. 
 
    “How about I get a hold of a travel agent and we get these plans in motion,” Tom said. 
 
    They both made fun of him. It wasn’t like they were taking some exotic vacation, they were going to Las Vegas, the sort of trip that could be booked right on line. 
 
    Admittedly, Tom’s knowledge of computers and the internet was limited to a single social media account where most of his posts were people ‘tagging’ him, and that smart phone Owen got him for his fiftieth. 
 
    Two years later, Tom was still discovering cool things about it. 
 
    Of course, when he was confused, he just called Owen. After all, Owen worked with phones for a living. 
 
    Tom was really looking forward to the trip, plus he was a little anxious. 
 
    He had everything folded neatly and laid out on his bed to view before putting it in his suitcase. The only things not ready to pack were his phone, his bargain tablet and his chargers. 
 
    In fact, he lifted the phone and sent a text to Gabe. 
 
    “Are you all packed?” 
 
    Gabe replied, “Not yet. Soon.” 
 
    “I’ll be by to get you at five,” Tom texted. “You sure you don’t want to spend the night here? It’s an early flight.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Exhaling, Tom spoke out loud, “Okay.” Then sent a message he’d see Gabe in the morning and not to forget his ticket. 
 
    Because it was just the way he was, Tom reached out to Owen with a text. “Hey, are you all packed? Did you print your ticket?” 
 
    Unlike Gabe, Owen didn’t text back. He called. 
 
    “Hey, Buddy,” Tom answered the phone. “You didn’t need to call.” 
 
    “Dad, you don’t need to print your ticket, or rather boarding pass.” 
 
    “No, we get the boarding pass when we give our ticket at the counter and check our bags,” Tom said.  
 
    “No, Dad, just download the app.” 
 
    “App for what?” 
 
    “Your boarding pass.” 
 
    “We get that at the airport.” 
 
    “Dad, this isn’t 1995, okay? Your boarding pass and ticket are the same thing. Download the app from the airlines and … you know what? I’m headed out to get a burger, I’ll stop by and do it for you. Did you want one?” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be nice, I haven’t had dinner yet, thank you,” Tom said. “Did you want to stay over since we’re leaving so early?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, are you packed?” 
 
    “I’m all packed.” 
 
    “Your brother isn’t,” Tom said. 
 
    “Well, he’s probably trying to figure out how he’s gonna smuggle weed on the flight.” 
 
    “Oh, Owen don’t say that. I think it’s illegal to do that. You don’t think he will, do you?” Tom asked. 
 
    “No, Dad, he won’t.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “He’ll just buy it in Vegas.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “See you in a half hour,” Owen told him. 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Tom disconnected the call, then looked to all the items on his bed. 
 
    “I need a beer.” Phone in hand he walked through the living room of his apartment to the kitchen and grabbed a beer. Without missing a beat, he twisted off the cap and took a drink as he began his journey back to his room. 
 
    He noticed the television was on, and as he reached down, he paused when he saw the news. 
 
    The chyron at the bottom of the screen read, ‘Montana Town shut down due to natural disasters. Hundreds feared dead.’  
 
    “Montana?” Tom said, thinking immediately about Gene and the dead cow. He looked down to his phone and contemplated calling Gene to ask if that was the same town. He decided against it, Gene would tell him, and if it was the same place Gene had gone … his friend had his hands full. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE – REPEAT 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Billings, MT 
 
      
 
    “Nine-one-one what is your emergency?” the operators voice carried over the speaker in the conference room. 
 
    Gene was one of ten people, all experts in one field or another. The meeting was delayed because the coroner wanted to examine at least one of the bodies. Gene didn’t mind but he was pretty sure nothing the corner would tell him would be a surprise. 
 
    Crackle. 
 
    “Every … One … is dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir, repeat that.” 
 
    “Can’t.” 
 
    “Sir, please repeat what you said. Everyone is dead?” 
 
    “Can’t … can’t breathe.” The male wheezed. “Can’t.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Sir, sir, are you there?” the operator asked. “Sir, are you there?” 
 
    The recording stopped and Captain Leon Grayce of the Montana State police stood up at the end of the long table, he was leading the investigation. “That was it. Call placed by Richard Wilson at twelve sixteen PM. By that point everybody but one person in Hardin had died. I would have been there had I not been in training. This is personal. I lost my wife and two kids there. What the hell happened in my town?” 
 
    Governor Luella Williams spoke up, “I understand how painful this is for you, Captain, it is for all of us. We need answers, that’s why we have this think tank. We have the press waiting for answers.” 
 
    “Fuck the press,” Captain Grayce said. “Sorry, Ma’am. But what they think and what they know is irrelevant.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” said a major with the US Army. “The wrong thing can cause chaos. What we know was the very last credit card transaction came from that town at eight-twenty-two AM. After that nothing, so whatever occurred, happened in that time frame.” 
 
    “It did,” a man in a suit spoke up. Gene figured he was FBI. “We have a video taken at the bank.” He clicked some keys on his laptop and on the big screen behind Captain Gracey, a security footage played a shot inside the bank. Everything appeared normal. 
 
    “Eight-twenty-four,” FBI guy said. “Watch the reaction of the teller and the customer.” 
 
    At that second both the teller and the customer jumped as glass flew out and a car came through the window. 
 
    Just as the two individuals in the video reacted, they stammered, grabbing for things that weren’t there before they finally fell to the ground, where they shook some before turning silent. 
 
    “Two minutes,” the coroner said. “That’s how long it took. Two minutes to die. The lungs are expanded and nothing can be expired out of the airways, but they show no internal organ damage. The bulging eyes are from asphyxia.”  
 
    The CDC representative. “It’s not biological. Or viral. Nothing like that. Whatever it is has a half-life of about two hours before dissipating. The first body was found in a car off the road one mile outside of Hardin. We estimate Mr. Wilson was exposed seven minutes before dying. He cleaned out his car and took his time before going in that store. At that point it was already leaving. Had he arrived ten minutes later, he may have survived.” 
 
    The major tapped his pen. “We definitely think it is some sort of gas.” 
 
    Gene chuckled. “It was a gas alright.” 
 
    “What kind of gas?” Captain Grayce asked. 
 
    “Methane.” 
 
    The coroner nodded. “That makes sense.” 
 
    “No.” The major shook his head. “It doesn’t. Surely, people would have smelled methane.” 
 
    “And sure,” Gene said. “You are ignorant of the fact that the only reason people can smell methane, or rather natural gas, is because an odor is added to it for detection. Methane untouched is odorless, colorless. Deadly.” 
 
    “So methane gas was used in an attack?” the Major asked. “Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Attack? Maybe if you want to say Mother Nature had enough,” Gene replied. 
 
    The captain lifted his hand slightly. “You’re saying the methane came from the ground? Like a huge gas line leaker?” 
 
    “Have none of you noticed the giant hole outside of town?” Gene asked. 
 
    “The sink hole?” the major asked. 
 
    “It’s not a sink hole, it’s a release hole,” Gene explained. “Sink holes drop in. This propelled, you can tell by the dirt surrounding it. Ever make one of those pasta microwave meals? You put the little plastic lid on it, cook it, but it’s so thick that if you don’t catch it in time, the pressure pops the lid. Same thing here. The pressure built up and … pop. It released.  This is nothing new. It’s been happening for years, decades.” 
 
    Susan finally spoke up. “Close to twenty holes appeared over a span of six years in the Siberian traps. Holes much bigger than this.” 
 
    Captain Grayce asked. “Did we have a warning we missed?” 
 
    Gene nodded. “I think we did in this region, but nothing no one would think would be a warning. It’s like one of those in hindsight.” He pulled his tablet forward. “There was some seismic activity around eight am. But … a short, very short spike sent the readout from two to four. Now it was so sure, it could have been read like an animal or glitch in the sensor. But that was at eight-thirteen.” 
 
    Susan added. “The cameras on the body shop showed the eruption of the hole at eight-fifteen. The men in the shop went to investigate. They died in seconds, so the gas was thick there, but … it took seven minutes to carry over a three mile radius.” 
 
    The captain’s face showed his shock. “So we’re talking less than a ten minute warning to evacuate a town.” 
 
    The CDC woman shook her head. “You can’t evacuate that fast. Oxygen is the best option. Hence, why our one survivor lived. He was on pure oxygen. But … Dr. Taylor, correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t methane eruptions associated with permafrost in the artic region?” 
 
    “They are,” Gene answered with a nod. “But methane also builds up in the soil and oceans. But, for example, two hundred and fifty million years ago, it’s theorized that the Permian Extinction, the largest mass extinction, was caused by a methane bomb. You had an increased buildup of methane in soil, shelf sediments, oceans and permafrost and the pressure just … erupted causing a catastrophic biopic event. It found pressure release wherever it could. Just like here. I mean, maybe not like here. Permian extinction spewed it into the atmosphere. The fact that we only saw dead birds around the hole told me the birds sensed it and flew up. So the cloud probably lingered around a mile.” 
 
    “Okay.” Governor Luella waved out her hand. “A little extreme don’t you think. Mass extinction?  Let’s pull in focus to the problem at hand. We’re talking here and now.” 
 
    “I think the fact we’re talking here and now,” Gene said. “Is indictive of something bigger and wider. We’re in Montana, far from the arctic or oceans, if a methane expulsion happened here, it’s building up. It’s building up big time.” 
 
    The major asked. “What do we do?” 
 
    Gene shook his head. “I don’t know if we can move fast enough. Right now I have probes going into about nine of these holes globally to get readings. We need readings from the oceans as fast as we can get them.” 
 
    “Then what?” the major questioned. 
 
    Gene just lifted his hands. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do. Again, if it happened here, it’s already built up pretty bad and is looking for ways to escape. If I’m correct in my theory, it’s already too late. It’s not a matter of could it happen or if it happens, it’s a matter of where and when. My answers to that are anywhere and soon.” 
 
    Gene’s words brought an eerie silence to the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR – THE DAY 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Denver International Airport 
 
      
 
    Controlled annoyance. 
 
    That was the best way Tom could describe the vibe he got from his oldest son, Owen. He didn’t get any airport vibe from Gabe, because Gabe was still outside. 
 
    Tom paced nervously over that. The whole airport experience was still somewhat new to him. Heck, Tom was still under the impression he had to dress up to get on a plane and was worried he didn’t meet the dress code when he choose to wear a nice pair of jeans and that white and black golf-looking shirt that still had the tags on it. Until he saw Owen. His oldest wore cargo shorts and a black, eighties band, faded tee shirt. Owen’s near shoulder length dark hair was still wet from showering, why he wore his glasses on the top of his head instead of his face, Tom would never know. 
 
    Tom stopped walking and looked at his watch. “Where the heck is he?” 
 
    “Dad, we made it through TSA in six minutes. He’ll be fine. He doesn’t have a bag to check. We have an hour and a half before we board.” 
 
    “What’s he doing out there?” 
 
    “Using his phone, wasting battery power and having a smoke.” 
 
    “I guess I should have listened when you said we didn’t need to get here this early.” Tom said. 
 
    “It’s okay. You’re excited.” 
 
    “I am. What do you say we grab some breakfast and some snacks from the shops?” 
 
    “Snacks for what?” Owen asked. 
 
    “The plane.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s only an hour and a half flight.” 
 
    “You never know.” 
 
    “Alright.” Owen lifted his hand. “Snacks after breakfast. I’ll text Gabe to let him know where we are.” 
 
    “Yeah, and tell him he’s missing Starbucks, too.” 
 
    Owen started to laugh but stopped. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Owen pointed to the television playing near a lounge. While it was hard to hear what was said, it was clear what it was about. 
 
    A woman reporter stood with a mask on and a barricade was behind her. 
 
    The caption read, ‘no news yet on Hardin.’ 
 
    “That is some scary shit,” Owen said, “They know nothing. A couple sites are saying everyone is dead.” 
 
    “No. No.” Tom shook his head. “Maybe the animals.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s where Uncle Gene is,” Tom said. “He went there because some cow died.” 
 
    “Maybe the cow died as well as the people.” 
 
    “Now that’s not Gene’s specialty. They wouldn’t call him for dead cows or people.” 
 
    “Have you talked to him?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Not since yesterday when he was called to go there.” 
 
    “So you don’t know for sure that’s where he’s at?” Owen asked. 
 
    “No, but it’s Montana. How much happens in Montana? But you know what? Once we get seated, I’ll shoot him a text,” Tom said. “I’m sure everything is fine.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Naval Operations Support Center – Billings, MT 
 
      
 
    Gene didn’t intend to fall asleep. 
 
    It just happened. 
 
    One day he woke up and life was normal, by the end of the day he found himself in a makeshift geology lab, using the navy’s computers and equipment to calculate the readings they were getting. The others on duty had long since turned in for the night, leaving Gene alone in a high-tech room.  
 
    Some monitors had computer outline images, blinked numeric readouts of seismic activity and methane level readings from across the globe. 
 
    Other monitors had live feeds from ships and another from the space station. 
 
    For a while it was overwhelming, watching the numbers change. 
 
    But things slowed down, Gene focused on the one computer that he had dedicated to the area near him. If things were going to go bad again, Gene needed to be ready. 
 
    Nothing happened, nothing changed locally. Gene got bored, propped his head against his hand and just passed out. 
 
    The chime sound broke the dead silence causing Gene to jolt awake thinking it was some sort of computer alert. 
 
    It was his phone and he slid it closer to see that a text had arrived from Tom. 
 
    ‘Getting ready to take off. Everything good?’ 
 
    Gene quietly laughed. It wasn’t alright. He wanted nothing more than to pick up the phone, shoot a text to Tom and tell him things were pretty screwed. 
 
    There was no use though, because there was nothing Gene could do for Tom. Give him a warning maybe. Make sure he hugged his sons once more and said what he needed to say. 
 
    Everyone went into the ‘Armageddon Movie’ thinking of how it was better to keep the impending doomsday scenario quiet. 
 
    Truth was there was no way to predict when and where it was going to happen. How big or small, how many places or even if it was everywhere. None of those answers were available. Only that it was going to happen. 
 
    Every single read out, from the Siberian Tundra to the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, were off the rails. 
 
    He kept going back to the other methane theory of the Permian Extinction. How a microbe caused super production of methane to reach catastrophic proportions and erupt. 
 
    That was the only explanation for how fast things were moving. Then again, were they? 
 
    More than likely it was building for a while and just reached critical mass. 
 
    Which was where they were. 
 
    Susan wanted to leave to be with her family and Gene kept telling her to do so. 
 
    She said, “Maybe a part of me thinks this isn’t going to happen. Not in our lifetime. It took hundreds of years to get to where it is, maybe even thousands, how do we know it won’t take that much longer to go over the cusp?” 
 
    Gene agreed, but he also wanted to tell her, a methane eruption in Montana told them it was sooner not later. 
 
    He held his phone in his hand, thinking about replying to that text. 
 
    Knowing the time of the flights, Tom and his sons hadn’t boarded yet and Gene could get through. 
 
    What would he say? 
 
    ‘Hey, Tom, things aren’t good. The world is gonna end any day. Have fun’? 
 
    Gene couldn’t, with a clear conscious, reply anything to Tom but the truth. 
 
    Maybe it would be best to call him. 
 
    More than likely, the chances of it happening in the next week or so were slim, he could wait until Tom finished his vacation. 
 
    When that thought hit him, that was when Gene knew what he would say. 
 
    He began to text. ‘Crazy. I’ll explain when I see you. Enjoy the trip!’ 
 
    There was no reason to tell him he wasn’t coming, not yet. 
 
    Just as he hit ‘send’ Susan walked into the lab. 
 
    “I’m taking off,” she said. 
 
    “To the hotel?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Home. I’m going home. I have a flight leaving in an hour. I think it’s best. Look at the readouts, Gene.” 
 
    Gene gazed up. Many of the white blinking numbers were red. “Jesus, I’m sorry, I fell asleep.” 
 
    “It’s okay. The president has been moved to a secure location …” 
 
    “Where is secure?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Anywhere a two minute warning affords enough time for pure oxygen,” she replied. “The White House just let us know that the Kremlin informed them there was an eruption just north of Kovrov. It wiped out everyone in a twenty mile radius.” 
 
    “Oh my God. When?” 
 
    “The event happened three hours ago. Look at the levels.” 
 
    Gene’s fingers clicked on the keyboard as he looked up. “They’re dropping.” 
 
    “Like we theorized, three or four hours.” 
 
    “I need to look at this closer. See if I can predict where it will happen next.” 
 
    “If you look, it’s not going to be just one place. It will be many. I’m going to get my kids and my mom and head to the mountains. Hopefully far enough away and high enough that we’ll be safe.” 
 
    “You know, oxygen will save you.” 
 
    Susan nodded. “I do. I’ll get what I can when I land. You have what you need?” 
 
    Gene nodded. 
 
    “You’ll have warning. Text or call me if you see anything happening near Reston.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    And then just like that … Susan left. 
 
    Gene lifted his eyes to the monitors. There were so many, too many to watch and make timely or accurate predictions. He would need to call in help, get those who were in the lab, including the major, back to work to help. 
 
    The eruptions were a fact and were happening. 
 
    The best case scenario now would be for enough singular eruptions to occur that enough pressure would be released and the threat would pass. 
 
    If it was building to the point where it happened nearly all at once, that would be nothing short of global extinction. 
 
    Gene prayed that wouldn’t be the case. But as he looked at the readouts, he feared a global event was the pending outcome. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE – MESSAGE 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 – En Route to Las Vegas 
 
    Not that Delaney Russo was visually judgmental, but she was guilty of visually judging the three men the moment she saw them at the gate. 
 
    The father and sons bickered some at the gate, throwing out some macho vibe. 
 
    She had no idea why the second she saw them, they just set her off. 
 
    It irritated her instantly and it didn’t make sense to her. 
 
    Delaney was a people person. 
 
    They visually were all a contrast to each other. A pompous looking father with his high end golf shirt and pressed jeans, trying to look dapper with his perfect hair and clean shaven face. He screamed misogynist from the second she saw him. One son looked like a stoner with his eighties hair and band tee shirt, the other arrived late at the gate and looked like a punk, possibly even one of those radicals the way his hair was in a buzz cut. 
 
    When they stopped fighting, they laughed loudly. 
 
    Admittedly, Delaney was a bit moody. She had no idea her connecting flight in Denver from Cleveland would have a layover of four hours. 
 
    She was ready to kill her sister over it, then again, her sister did pay for the flight. 
 
    But her sister was rich, which didn’t explain her choice in airlines. 
 
    When Delaney’s sister Kim called her about flying her out for the bachelorette party in Vegas, Delaney expected some sort of first-class experience. After all, Kim and the other bridesmaids were taking a limo from Los Angeles. 
 
    Nevertheless, Delaney had a free trip to Vegas, which normally she wouldn’t be able to afford. Every dime she made, along with her husband’s income went to paying bills. They had three kids, with the oldest being thirteen, and kids were expensive. 
 
    She was fine when she got on the flight from Cleveland, but after two hours in the Denver airport, her mood spiraled. 
 
    She had to wait to get a spot at the charging station and felt chained there once she did. 
 
    As soon as her mood began to improve, she saw the father and son group bully their way to the gate, that set her off again. 
 
    Hearing how loud they were annoyed her. 
 
    She just wanted to get on the plane. Her boarding number was ahead of them, and she settled into her seat. 
 
    Delaney knew the short flight was going to seem long when they sat right behind her. 
 
    Swell. 
 
    The thug brother kept drinking, the father kept clearing his throat, the only one tolerable was the stoner. He just stared out the window. 
 
    She really didn’t know what it was exactly, or why the trio of men set her off, but she knew one thing, she would be glad to get off the plane and away from them. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    The clacking of the ice against the side of the plastic cup caught Tom’s attention. He turned his head to the left, where his son, Gabe, like Tom, sat in the aisle seat in the row next to him. They were separated by a mere eighteen inches or however wide the tiny aisle was. 
 
    Elbow on the arm rest, Gabe shook his glass that was empty of all but the ice and when he got the attention of the flight attendant, he lifted a finger as a sign to say, ‘One more please’ and smiled. 
 
    The flight attendant nodded and took his cup. 
 
    “What?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” Tom shrugged. “Just you know, we’ll be landing soon.” 
 
    “I can drink it when we land,” said Gabe. “They’re still serving.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Dad, it’s vacation. I’m good.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” Tom cleared his throat and returned to that darned bargain tablet he picked up for the trip. He glanced at Owen who sat staring out the window. 
 
    “Do you mind?” he heard a woman say. 
 
    “Sorry?” Gabe replied. 
 
    Tom glanced over. 
 
    “Your foot,” the women in the seat in front of Gabe said. “Can you pull it back. It’s in my space.” 
 
    Tom didn’t know what the woman was talking about. Sure, Gabe’s shoe was slightly in the aisle and maybe near the rear of her seat, but it wasn’t in her space. 
 
    “What?” Gabe laughed. “My foot is nowhere near you.” 
 
    “Your foot is in my space,” she said. “What if I get up and trip?” 
 
    “Gabe, move your foot back,” Tom told him. 
 
    Gabe ignored him. “Well, you have strands of hair that are flying in my space. What if I inhale and choke?” 
 
    “Gabe,” Tom warned. 
 
    “Fine.” Gabe moved his foot back. 
 
    The flight attendant returned with the drink for Gabe and the credit card reader. 
 
    Gabe handed her his card and took the beverage. 
 
    When the flight attendant walked away, the woman mumbled. “Have another drink, why don’t you.” 
 
    “I will,” Gabe sipped his beverage. 
 
    Very calmly, Tom said, “Now, was that necessary?” 
 
    “What?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Not you, her. Ma’am,” Tom called her softly. “Ma’am.” 
 
    Gabe waved out his hand. “Ignore her dad, she’s being ridiculous.” 
 
    The woman spun around. “Excuse me?” 
 
    Gabe just smiled. 
 
    Tom turned to Owen when he heard him laugh. “You think it’s funny?” 
 
    “I do. You never let people bother you.” 
 
    “She was being mean,” Tom said, 
 
    “People get that way on planes. Ignore her, like Gabe said. He can handle her. He’ll be obnoxiously polite and annoying enough to drive her nuts. Fortunately, we don’t have that much longer.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Tom glanced at Gabe. “Maybe we should have him move to this seat.” He tapped the empty middle seat. 
 
    “Dad, no. I like my space. Leave him. He’s good. You’re just waiting for trouble with him.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know. Old worry, habits die hard,” Tom said. 
 
    It wasn’t just a habit for Tom, it had become a way of life. Always, ‘what sort of trouble will Gabe get into next?’, was part of his daily routine. Eventually, if Gabe stayed the course, Tom would stop his obsessiveness. He was concerned about how long his ‘drug free and trouble free’ stage would last, after all, Gabe was still drinking. He never really hit that rock bottom most people hit in order to change. 
 
    What caused the change was the loss of something he loved to do. 
 
    Fly. 
 
    It wasn’t much, it wasn’t often, but he obtained his license to fly as a private pilot and was working on his commercial license when it all went south. 
 
    Their neighbor owned a small plane and started teaching Gabe when he was sixteen. What Gabe didn’t know was when he was pulled over for a DUI, it also had to be reported to the FAA. It wasn’t the DUI that cost him his pilot’s license, it was driving a car under a suspended driver’s license. 
 
    It was his second suspension in three years, and even though it was a driver’s license, under federal law it resulted in a six month suspension of his privilege to pilot an aircraft. 
 
    It pissed Gabe off to the point he was tired of being the bad boy and started focusing on doing things better. 
 
    He still dated Shawna the stripper though. 
 
    Not that he saw her dance, Tom didn’t. She just didn’t strike him as a good one or, in Tom’s opinion, a ‘desirable’ one. Shawna looked exactly like what she was. Someone that stripped for drugs. 
 
    They were horrible for each other, they fed off each other’s addictions, and neither was ever going to walk the straight and narrow until they ended their relationship. 
 
    About the only bright spot was when Tom’s ex-wife Julie and her fiancé thought they’d be supportive, and totally in denial that Gabe had a problem, invited Gabe and Shawn to his fancy country club. 
 
    Not only did the duo show up dressed less than ‘country club’ acceptable, they were both jacked up on cocaine. 
 
    Julie was humiliated and her fiancé lost his membership. After that, she distanced herself from it all. Instead of helping Tom try to get Gabe help, she was counterproductive. Like the time Gabe was in some sort of drug rage and Tom was able to get him admitted for psychiatric help … Julie signed him out. 
 
    She refused to believe, or show she believed, Gabe had a problem. She likened it to a phase he would get through, like when Gabe wanted to play the violin. 
 
    Four months. 
 
    It had been four months since there was trouble. That was a start. 
 
    Ding. 
 
    Tom lifted his eyes to the lights above his head. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot spoke calmly in a tone that screamed he was about to say something he had said a million times. “At this time the seatbelt sign is on. We are making our approach to McLaren International and we will be touching down in Las Vegas in fifteen minutes. Please make sure all seats and trays are back in their upright position and all devices put away at this time. Thank you for Flying Blue Horizon Air.” 
 
    “Thank God,” Tom said with an exhale. 
 
    Owen laughed, “Dad, it wasn’t that long of a flight.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. I felt compelled to play with this thing …” he lifted the tablet. “Even signed up for Wi-Fi, but … I can’t figure it out.” 
 
    “I’ll help you so you have it on the flight home.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Tom pulled the small case from the pocket in the seat in front of him, placed the tablet in the case and returned it to the pouch where he also kept his cell phone. 
 
    “Never got to eat those snacks,” Owen said. “Regret spending thirty bucks?” 
 
    “Nah, cause we’ll eat them in the hotel room.” Tom fastened his seat belt tighter, when he felt the plane lower in altitude.  
 
     He felt like a T-Rex the way his arms were squished tightly to his body as he gripped the arm rest of the chairs. 
 
    He knew the stats. 
 
    Crashes were more likely to occur during take-off and landing. 
 
    Tom was ready. 
 
    He relaxed some, wishing he would have thought ahead and gotten a drink like Gabe, his mouth was dry. 
 
    Suddenly he felt his stomach drop, the same way it did on a roller coaster. The plane made some sort of change. They were slanted downward and suddenly they weren’t. 
 
    They moved fast. 
 
    Gabe, who had been relaxing sat up hurriedly. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Tom asked. 
 
    The plane vibrated as it moved quickly. Flight attendants stopped collecting trash and immediately raced for the aisle. 
 
    One attendant, rushed forward, calmly stating as she passed passengers. “Seatbelts, please. Seatbelts.” 
 
    “We’re headed back up,” Gabe replied. “Fast too. Something is wrong. Something is really wrong.” 
 
    “What? What does that mean?” 
 
    “Jesus.” Gabe turned to look out the window. “We’re supposed to land.” 
 
    Thinking maybe his son, knowledgeable or not, was overreacting, Tom turned to check out if he could see anything out the window or if Owen did. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Owen said in slight shock, then turned from the window and Tom saw his face. 
 
    Horror. 
 
    Shear and utter horror were Owen’s expression, as the color drained from his face. 
 
    “What is it?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Something happened, Dad. I saw something out there.” 
 
    “What? What did you see?” Tom undid his belt and immediately looked out the window. But it was too late. They were already too high and probably too far from what Owen saw. Whatever it was. 
 
    The forced sudden speed up of the plane slowed down and the plane felt as if it were leveling off. 
 
    Gabe peered over. “Owen, what did you see?” 
 
    At that point it was apparent Owen wasn’t the only one who saw something happening on the ground. 
 
    Chaotic voices erupted, emotional and out of control. 
 
    “Did you see that?” someone said. 
 
    “Anyone see that? Oh my God.” 
 
    “What was that? Anyone know?” 
 
    “What did you see? I didn’t see anything.” 
 
    “That’s why we didn’t land, what was it?” 
 
    “Owen!” Gabe snapped. “What did you see?” 
 
    “I don’t even know how to begin to describe it,” Owen replied. 
 
    The nasty woman in the seat in front of Gabe, suddenly not only turned around but changed her entire demeanor. “Please try, what was it?” 
 
    Because of his age and the era in which he grew up, Tom thought he knew. “Owen, was it a nuclear weapon?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Dad,” Owen replied. 
 
    “Oh God,” Nasty woman explained. “My kids. My kids.” She grabbed for her purse and pulled out her phone. 
 
    “Should she be doing that?” Tom asked Gabe. “Will that make us crash?” 
 
    “No,” Gabe replied. “It may or may not work. We won’t crash.” 
 
    Tom looked around. It seemed everyone was pulling out their cell phones. Tom reached for his from the pocket in the seat before him. Just as he switched it from airplane mode, he heard the alert tones. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, no need for concern,” the pilot said. “We …” He stopped talking then mumbled something about not being heard. 
 
    Tom got that. He had a hard time hearing him. He wished everyone would shut up and stop talking. It was hard enough to decipher what the captain was saying with those fans and engine noises, but the chaos on the plane worsened it. 
 
    Finally, one of the attendants shouted his loudest. “Everyone quiet! Now! The Captain is trying to make an announcement.” 
 
    The voices quieted to mutters and finally silence. 
 
    Tom watched the flight attendant speak into a phone near the front of the plane, then the tones rang out again. 
 
    “Thank you for your patience,” the captain said. “Seems to be just a slight problem on the ground. We’re going to circle McLaren for a spell, and we will land. No worries, we’ll have you in Vegas shortly. Thank you.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    Tom exhaled, everything was alright. But still on a high level of anxiety, Tom jumped in his seat, and his phone nearly toppled from his hand when it vibrated out of control. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Is that your phone?” asked Owen. 
 
    “Yeah.” Tom looked down. 
 
    Eight missed calls from Gene. 
 
    “Uncle Gene tried to call …” Tom jumped again when his phone vibrated again as it announced an incoming call. 
 
    “It’s Uncle Gene,” Tom hurriedly and nervously answered it. “Gene, what’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” Gene sounded muffled.  
 
    “Gene, I can barely hear you. You sound like you’re talking from inside a can.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “What?” Tom asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Can you hear me now?” Gene spoke slower and louder. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tom are you and the boys still on the plane? Are you still in the air?” he asked. 
 
    “We are,” Tom answered. “Why?” 
 
    “Good. Good. Now listen carefully. Whatever you do, whatever it takes, do what you need to do, whatever it is …” Gene said. “Do not let the plane land.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX – FRET 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” the female flight attendant told Tom. “You need to get back into your seat.” 
 
    If she only knew how much nerve it took for him to get out of that seat and walk up front, she’d give him a chance to speak. 
 
    “Listen, I …” 
 
    “No, you listen,” she said. “Get back to your seat.” 
 
    Tom looked over his shoulder to his boys then back to the attendant. “Ma’am, I know you have a job to do. I do. But please listen to what I am telling you.” He dropped his voice to an even lower level. “My friend is a geologist with the government. He sent me this text to show the pilot. I don’t need to see him, but can you please, please just take him my phone.” 
 
    She inhaled hard and slow through her nostrils, glanced down to the phone and then back to Tom.  
 
    “Just … right there. You can read it.” Tom showed her the phone again. 
 
    Her lips puckered as she stifled her reaction to reading the message. “Will you take you seat if I do this?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I will. Thank you.” Tom turned around and walked back down the aisle. People looked at him, some shook their heads giving glances of disapproval probably because they thought he was breaking a rule. 
 
    He reclaimed his seat. “Out of my hands now.” 
 
    Owen leaned into him. “Maybe the pilot will call Uncle Gene.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Tom said. 
 
    Owen sighed. “Dad, what I saw, it looked like a massive geyser erupted, like a flaming steam.” 
 
    Gabe asked leaning over the aisle. “Is that what we’re avoiding?” 
 
    “All I know, is it has to be more than just Vegas,” Tom replied. “Or else he would have told us to land somewhere else.” 
 
    “But he said not to land?” Gabe asked. “Dad, we cannot stay up here indefinitely.” 
 
    “I know. How long do you think we can?” Tom asked Gabe. “I mean, you fly so what do you think?” 
 
    “No more than four hours,” Gabe replied. 
 
    With an, “Okay, alright,” Nasty woman undid her seat belt and stood. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the flight attendant called out. “Please sit down.” 
 
    “I will,” Nasty woman replied, stepped into Tom’s row and took the empty seat between Tom and Owen. 
 
    “Um, excuse me,” Gabe said. “You’re in their space.” 
 
    “I know. And I am so sorry for being mean, I am. I’m sorry about your foot,” she said. “I’m sorry but …” She looked to Tom then Owen. “Obviously, you guys know something. I heard you say it’s more than Vegas, whatever it is that is happening.” 
 
    “We think it is,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Dad,” Gabe snapped. “Don’t tell her anything.” 
 
    “Why?” Tom asked. “Why not? Heck, I’d stand up and tell the whole damn plane if I understood exactly what Uncle Gene was trying to say.” 
 
    “What was he saying?” Nasty woman asked. 
 
    “Ma’am,” the flight attended approached the row. “I realize this is a stressful time, but you need to return to your seat … now, please. Thank you.” 
 
    “I will.” She stood and looked at Tom. “Please, anything you hear, let me know. I’m worried about my family.” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    She slipped from the row and returned to her seat. The flight attendant watched her, making sure she did as she requested. When the attendant turned, another flight attendant whispered in her ear, she turned back around and approached Tom. 
 
    “Sir,” she said. “The Captain would like to see you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom didn’t know there was even a curtain there, until the captain pulled it closed as he stood with Tom in that tiny area between the main cabin and the cockpit. 
 
    “First, I want to thank you,” the Captain said, handing him back his phone. “Thank you for sharing that information with me. What I had been given was very vague.” 
 
    “Glad I could help. What were you told?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Not much. Just there was an emergency on the ground and we were to pull up as fast as possible and get to thirty thousand feet. That something happened, but we lost all communication.” 
 
    “Gene, my friend, makes it sound bad.” 
 
    “By what he said, yeah,” the captain exhaled his last word. “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “We’re still in a pickle, aren’t we?” 
 
    “We are in a big pickle. He says we can’t land until the toxic levels fall. The only positive to that is, he’s monitoring for us. Maybe he'll find us a place. Hopefully, he’ll find one soon. We don’t have more than three hours’ worth of fuel. Second, I have a hundred and fifty-three people out there wondering that the hell is going on. I don’t even know how to begin to explain this to them.” 
 
    “Maybe you don’t have to be the one to tell them. Maybe we can get someone else to do it.” Tom looked down at his phone and to the name ‘Gene’ that was on the top of the exposed message. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    What to say, what not to say, it was as if the pilot was withholding things from the passengers, he just didn’t need chaos or any problems with them while flying. 
 
    Gene assured him he would only tell them what he knew. 
 
    Tom wondered if it even mattered at all. 
 
    They were at three hours and counting, the chances of them landing were still debatable. 
 
    Using one of those small but mighty Bluetooth speakers, they called Gene. 
 
    Only after the flight attendants and the captain informed the passengers that should they want to hear, they needed to be exceptionally quiet. Even then it was going to be hard to understand and hear Gene through what was some sort of oxygen mask. He had it attached to a small exterior speaker and put that speaker to the phone. The translation was still ‘tin can’ sounding. 
 
    Passengers seated in the noisier section of the plane huddled near the speakers. 
 
    Owen made a comment that it was like taking a red eye. 
 
    So quiet. 
 
    “My name is Dr. Gene Taylor with the United States Geographical studies,” Gene spoke slowly and enunciated. “Yesterday, morning, in Hardin, Montana, there was what we call a methane eruption. It released a deadly methane cloud that lingered over the town, killing everyone there in a matter of seven minutes. The levels remained dangerous for nearly four hours. We have narrowed it down to three hours and fifty minutes. Eruptions like this usually occur near the arctic regions when methane levels build up. This is earth’s way of relieving the pressure. Seeing how this freak occurrence was farther south was indicative of something worse. I could get into the history of it, but the bottom line is, something worse did occur.” 
 
    There was a brief mumbling of voices followed by many people calling out, “Shh.” 
 
    “I have been monitoring the situation since Hardin. We saw the levels rise. It was alarming. We had no idea this would occur, right now, so fast. Four hours ago, it began. Multitudes of eruptions or methane bombs have exploded globally, creating a deadly environment. Unless they are reported to me, I cannot pinpoint where they are, I can only monitor levels where we set up the stations. Seismic activity can aid in my making educated guesses on where they occurred and possibly could occur. I am working diligently with others to determine safe locations.” 
 
    Gene paused for a moment. 
 
    “There are factors that play into this. Weather. Wind patterns. Fortunately, we are tapped into monitoring stations. I have an expert in this right next to me. The methane clouds will dissipate and weaken. But the eruptions will continue until all pressure is relieved. When that will be, I cannot with certainty say. Right now, it is deadly on the ground. This is why you are still flying. This is why you cannot land. Not at this time. I am working to find a place. Good luck. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Then there was silence. 
 
    Tom guessed it was because Gene had no more to say. He knew his friend and knew by his serious tone, things were bad and prospects looked bleak. 
 
    He expected an eruption of questions and emotional talk, but those on the plane remained quiet and solemn. 
 
    There was a sadness that lingered in the air. 
 
    Tom saw it on his sons’ faces, they knew, like everyone else aboard the plane, more than likely, things were hopeless. 
 
    If all Tom had was three hours of life remaining, he was damned if he was going to spend it moping, being sad, or thinking of what could have been or what he should have done. 
 
    Every minute he had remaining from that moment on was a gift. One those on the ground did not get. 
 
    Tom wasn’t going to waste it. 
 
    He was going to absorb every moment he had left with his sons. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN – WATCHING 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Naval Operations Support Center – Billings, MT 
 
      
 
    Gene threw his phone, not hard, not much, but enough for it to do a little spin on the counter. 
 
    “Hey, now,” Wiley Stevens said jokingly, rolling his chair over toward Gene. Like Gene, he wore a full-face oxygen mask. His station was behind Gene’s, Wiley watched the weather and satellites. “You still have calls to make,” he told Gene. “Lots.” 
 
    Gene groaned out exhausted like. “I want nothing more right now than to rub my eyes.” He looked down to the gauge of the oxygen tank. “We have more of these, right?” 
 
    “We do. You really think when the levels fall, another eruption will happen?” 
 
    “Yes, without a doubt.” Gene pointed up. “Look at these levels from our hot spots. They were lower three hours ago and now they’re rising again. They build, we have the eruptions, they go down and then back up. Almost like these four spots in the arctic are controlling it all.” 
 
    “Not a bad thing,” Wiley said. 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Well, when they lower and stay lower, it’s over and things will become normalized.” 
 
    Gene chuckled. “Will it ever be normal again?” 
 
    “There’s not enough oxygen tanks for it not to be.” 
 
    “True.” Gene sighed out. “I just wish we knew where the eruptions were. Well, all of them.” 
 
    “You know, I think we’ve done some pretty good detective work, figuring out a bunch of them.” 
 
    “We had the monitoring station up last night. We just don’t know everywhere, I mean … for all we know, Cleveland could be fine.” 
 
    “They’re not. I called Papa John’s, there was no answer. Gainesville Florida is great, and we’re lucky, the university is helping.” 
 
    “They are.” Gene knew if it wasn’t for a bunch of college kids, their professor and their cell phones, they wouldn’t have any clue what was happening outside of the western United States.  
 
    On the west he was able to truly get a grip of where things happened, but the farther east, it was harder. 
 
    The students in Gainesville were calling local police stations and business in towns and communities across the state and country and scanning social media. It was a process of elimination. 
 
    Together, they all had a good idea of how widespread it was. 
 
    The entire country was affected. 
 
    Wiley was looking at satellite images from the International Space station to find the eruption holes, but it was hard, like finding a needle in a haystack. 
 
    Gene liked Wiley. A young man with a lot of energy. He had just met him hours beforehand, right before things went south. There were others that were working in labs on base, but Gene wasn’t in contact with them. Whether they got their oxygen on remained to be seen. 
 
    He’d find out. 
 
    Right then and there he was focused on the levels and the planes he had made contact with. 
 
    Color coded levels. 
 
    Green was normal, white was high and red was deadly. 
 
    Red methane levels readings flashed in various spots across his map of the united states.  
 
    They were spots he knew levels for sure. No guess work.  
 
    “Back to work,” Gene said. “We need to find landing spots.” 
 
    “They are circling right?” Wiley asked. 
 
    “All except two-twenty-nine to Houston. I move then closer to Little Rock because we’re monitoring Little Rocks levels. When they drop, they can land.” 
 
    “Hardin dropped in four,” Wiley said. “There’s hope.” 
 
    “I’m certain the levels will drop enough for them to refuel, can they get there before running out is the question.” 
 
    “What about Flight Seventy-five fifty to Reston?” Wiley asked. 
 
    Gene lifted the phone. “Calling her now.” 
 
    He hooked up his small speaker close to the phone and dialed. 
 
    Susan answered right away. “Give me good news,” she said. 
 
    “Gainesville is still clear,” Gene replied. “Are you able to land there?” 
 
    “He thinks we have enough fuel to land there. How is Reston?” 
 
    “Levels are still high. Then again, they just started spiking two hours ago, so we still have two hours. Have you spoken to Bill and the kids?” 
 
    “They arrived at the tank in enough time.” 
 
    Gene exhaled. “Oh, good. Good.” 
 
    “I’m feeling guilty though,” Susan spoke soft. “So many people on this plane have family on the ground.” 
 
    “You didn’t know for sure it was going to happen today, while you were in the air. You didn’t know.” 
 
    “We felt it.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What about our earlier spoke locations?” 
 
    Wiley replied rolling to Gene’s side. “Look at Albany.” He pointed. “Oxygen levels are at fourteen percent, methane levels at four percent.” 
 
    Susan asked, “Does that mean the parts per million are at forty-thousand?” 
 
    “Looks that way,” Gene answered. “I mean Albany levels hit seventy-five thousand PPMs, three hours ago” 
 
    “What was two hours ago?” 
 
    “I … I don’t know,” Gene answered. “We’ve been nuts here. I have planes contacting other planes to find out where to land …” 
 
    “Albany will be good in an hour, I bet,” Wiley said. “We need to tell the Cleveland and Boston flight that.” 
 
    Gene nodded, then turned his attention back to Susan. “Focus on Gainesville. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Try to get me readings from our Arctic stations,” she said. 
 
    “I will.” Gene disconnected the call and pulled a tablet forward to look for the telephone numbers he had for the pilots on those flights. “They just have to be quick. We don’t know when they’ll erupt again.” 
 
    “While you’re making phone calls,” Wiley said. “I think I have good news for your friend.” 
 
    Gene gave him his attention. “What’s that.” 
 
    Wiley indicated to the readings. “Look at Salt Lake City.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 
 
      
 
    Delaney heard the crunching of the plastic cup and with it, the smell of alcohol. Whiskey maybe. She didn’t know if it was that strong of an odor or if she suddenly developed a keen sense of smell. 
 
    It had to be the former, because every sense in her body felt dulled, lost in her heartache. 
 
    She could barely see the screen to her phone. And while a part of her didn’t want to waste the battery, the other part was in denial that anything was actually really happening. She had tried to call not only her husband, but mother, brother, friends. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    That didn’t include the dozens of text messages. 
 
    She went on social media, trying to see posts. 
 
    If it was true, if indeed whatever happened below took her family’s life, then they needed to just open the door for her so she could jump out. 
 
    Her hands shook, her heart pounded. Crying quietly she tried to stifle the sound of her sluggish nose. 
 
    She saw the female flight attendant walking the aisle, checking on passengers. She said nothing, just looked. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Delaney called her attention. “Is it possible to get a drink?” 
 
    “No, ma’am, we are conserving all beverages.” 
 
    “No. no, I’m talking alcohol. I know it’s early, I can’t stop shaking, I can’t,” Delaney said. 
 
    “Ma’am, I’m sorry, we can’t. We may land and have to go back in the air, we have to ration everything. I understand, I do, everyone is feeling the same way. Right now, we can’t. I promise, the second I’m allowed, I will find you.” 
 
    Delaney couldn’t help it, she released a sob while trying to thank the attendant.  
 
    It was crushing. 
 
    The scientist talked about a town called Hardin, where everyone died. He didn’t say that was happening below, only that it was dangerous. He didn’t even allude to everyone dying. Maybe, just maybe, her children were fine. She couldn’t image them suffering. Seven minutes was how long it took for the town of Hardin to die. Seven minutes didn’t seem too long, but to not be able to breathe or whatever it was that caused death, seven minutes of suffering was a lifetime. 
 
    Despite how hard she tried, Delaney couldn’t stop crying. 
 
    The guy in the seat behind her stood next to her, reaching into the overhead bin. 
 
    Delaney brought her fist to under her nose and turned her head. 
 
    She wished he’d sit down. He was making her even more nervous, getting something from the bag. Why wasn’t the flight attendant saying anything to him? 
 
    At that second, Delaney learned an instant lesson. 
 
    Quit judging people. 
 
    “Here,” he said, handing her one of those little airline size bottles of booze.  
 
    She looked at it, then up to him and again, burst into tears. 
 
    “Hey, come on, it’s not even the good stuff.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I am.” She took the bottle. “Thank you. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Positive.” He crouched down in the aisle to be at her eye level. “I have seven more.” He held up a plastic bag. 
 
    “Seven?” She tried and tried but couldn’t undo the lid. “I thought the limit was six.” 
 
    “They’re little. I fit eight in here.” He took the booze from her, uncapped it and handed it back. “Hope it helps.” 
 
    “I don’t drink, so I think it will.” She sniffled. 
 
    “Gabe.” He extended his hand. 
 
    “Delaney or Laney. And again, I am sorry for being mean. Especially now that you’re being nice.” 
 
    “It’s the circumstances.” He cracked a smile. “Do you need someone to talk to?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get my dad to switch seats with me and you can sit between me and my brother.” He looked over his shoulder. “Dad …” 
 
    “Say no more.” His father stood, staring at his tablet as if reading and took Gabe’s seat. 
 
    Delaney dropped her voice to a whisper. “The flight attendant is going to yell. She did before.” 
 
    “That’s before we knew what was going on. Come on.” Gabe stepped into the aisle, allowing her to pass and take the middle seat. “My brother Owen.” 
 
    “Delaney,” she introduced herself and sat. She brought the tiny bottle to her mouth and took a sip. “Thank you for sharing this.” 
 
    Owen looked over her to Gabe. “You brought your own booze?” 
 
    “I didn’t know if they were serving this early.” 
 
    Owen eyed the baggy Gabe held. “Jesus, Gabe, don’t let Dad see that bag.” 
 
    “I’m right here,” his father said. “I may be reading, but I see the bag.” 
 
    Delaney sniffed again and nervously chuckled. “This is helping.” 
 
    “Is it? Gabe asked.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “I can’t stop shaking, my whole body is trembling. I’m trying so hard not to think about my children or husband, but it’s hard.” 
 
    “Hey, I know,” Gabe said. “I can’t stop thinking about my mom or my girlfriend.” His head quickly turned when he heard a slight grumble come from his father. “Dad, really?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, it’s habit,” his father said. “It’s reactionary when you say her name.” 
 
    “I didn’t say her name. And right now, with all that’s happening, everyone below us is probably dead …” 
 
    Delaney gasped. 
 
    “Way to go, Gabe,” Owen said. “Way to comfort your new seat mate.” 
 
    Gabe cringed. “I’m sorry. But we don’t know. We don’t know where it happened. We don’t know details.” 
 
    “You’re so calm.” Delaney sipped her bottle. “How are you doing that?” 
 
    “Obviously.” Owen said. “He self-medicated.” 
 
    “You know …” The father placed his tablet on his lap and turned toward them. “I’m Tom by the way.” 
 
    Delaney nodded her acknowledgement. 
 
    “As a parent myself,” Tom said. “I can tell you a way of thinking that helps. All the worrying in the world, all the fretting, isn’t going to make something not happen. You can play it in your mind, pray a million prayers and worry yourself sick, it won’t change what is out of your control. At least I subscribe to that thinking.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Owen nearly squealed. “When? When did you ever subscribe to that way of thinking? Obviously it was before Gabe went bad boy down stripper lane.” 
 
    “Guys,” Gabe said. 
 
    “A million texts, Gabe,” Owen said. “Tons. Every night. He worried sick about you. Worried you would die or get arrested. No, wait, we all prayed you’d get arrested because at least we knew you were going to be safe for a night.” 
 
    “Where is this coming from?” Gabe asked. “Right now, you’re bringing this up.” 
 
    “We’re scared,” Delaney said. “Whether we show it or not, we’re all scared, that’s why. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t say anything.” 
 
    Gabe, Delaney and Owen all looked when there was a vibrating buzz sound halting the conversation. 
 
    Tom jumped a little in his seat and fumbled for his phone. He looked at it. “It’s Gene. It’s a text.” He maneuvered his phone, then stood.  
 
    “Dad?” Owen asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m going to see the pilot.” He lifted his phone. “We have a place to land.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Tom saw the faces of the passengers on the plane as he returned to his seat, they all looked at him as he passed, all of them knowing he had information. If it were up to Tom, he’d keep them informed, update them as much as he could and try to organize people. Put those scared with those who were brave. 
 
    Like Gabe did with the woman, Delaney. Although Tom wasn’t convinced his sons were helping her much. With all the worrying she had going on in her mind, he doubted anything but knowing the fate of her family would help. 
 
    He returned to his seat, or rather Gabe’s original seat and sat down with an exhale. 
 
    “Well?” Owen asked. “Are you going to tell us anything? You just kind of gave us a cliff hanger and walked off.” 
 
    Tom’s response was to point to the front of the plane. 
 
    The pilot emerged for the first time. 
 
    He held the PA system microphone. “If I can have everyone’s attention please.” 
 
    The mumbling of voices calmed down and the plane grew silent. 
 
    “Three and a half hours ago, seven AM Vegas time, there was a major spike in seismic activity around the Vegas area resulting in … well, what has happened all over. Methane levels rose and oxygen concentration in the air dropped. Creating a deadly combination. Folks, we literally just missed that. We are fortunate. At this time, levels have just started falling. They aren’t where we need them. Not yet. Dr. Taylor believes they will be. Now we have one hour and forty-five minutes of fuel left. That is taking into consideration that once we land we’ll need to taxi near a fuel truck. According to Taylor, levels are bouncing all over the place. If it’s safe it may not be for long. Again, here is our conundrum. Just under two hours of fuel. We can circle Vegas, hope the levels drop safely enough in time for us to land and refuel. If we do that, and the levels drop, we are afforded more time to refuel, perhaps even restock. Or … or …we head to Salt Lake City. We have enough fuel to get there. The levels will be safe, but here’s the deal, they won’t stay that way. Salt Lake City is one of the places where Dr. Taylor has a substation so the readings are accurate, however, the subterranean levels are rising, which is indictive of another explosion. We go, we land, get in, get fuel and get out. I’d like nothing more than to keep circling Vegas, but no pun intended that’s not a gamble I’m willing to take.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence and a gentleman spoke up. “So we’re headed to Salt Lake, then.” 
 
    The pilot nodded. “We are. We have to be fast. I don’t have a time frame for the next eruption, but Dr. Taylor believes we have enough time to refuel. But I need help. We need someone to go with my copilot, leave through the cargo and get to the refuel truck. If you have any experience in this, please, we need your help. Every minute counts.” 
 
    Tom knew. 
 
    He knew before it happened. He didn’t even need to see it. 
 
    Gabe’s hand went up without hesitation. 
 
    His son volunteered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT – COUNT DOWN 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Kearns, UT 
 
      
 
    A fire was something Gary Nealy never thought would actually save his life. 
 
    The entire reason he became a volunteer firefighter was because of his childhood fear of fire. He would lie in bed at night worried about it, what would happen, would his family get out. How could he help them? His obsession didn’t develop out of thin air. When he was in second grade, his friend’s trailer home burned down. The family escaped unharmed, but they lost everything. 
 
    So, when he turned eighteen, many years earlier, he volunteered to be a fireman in the suburb of Salt Lake City. 
 
    Gary was one of three firefighters that answered the call that morning. 
 
    He knew why. 
 
    He knew the other firefighters, like many across the country were engrossed with the catastrophes unfolding across the globe. No one would say what they were or why they were happening. 
 
    He lived by a corner market and saw how many people rushed there to panic shop. Car horns beeped, people yelled and panicked over some sort of event that didn’t have a name or even pictures. 
 
    The Salt Lake local news anchor only seemed to announce major cities that were off the grid, no response at all. 
 
    They were advising everyone to stay inside, stay indoors until the threat had passed. 
 
    What was the threat? No one was saying anything specific. Some speculated they were volcanic eruptions, shift of tectonic plates causing quakes in cities that didn’t normally experience earthquakes. 
 
    He was certain as the day progressed, he’d learn more. 
 
    Gary’s phone went off and he pulled himself away from the television and computer, jumped in his truck and hurried to the station. 
 
    When he arrived, no one was there. He suited up, grabbed the gear and started prepping the truck. Charlie showed up, along with Stan. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Gary asked. 
 
    “Watching the news,” Stan replied. “Maybe they know it’s a vacant house.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it can still spread,” Gary said, shaking his head. 
 
    The fire wasn’t far from them. Three blocks. Gary could even see the smoke from it in the distance. 
 
    They opened the doors, pulled out the truck and not a block down the street they came to a dead stop. 
 
    Traffic blocked the road, it was jammed. 
 
    Charlie beeped the horn on the truck as if it would suddenly make people move, but there was nowhere for them to move. 
 
    Gary stepped off the back of the truck into the street to gauge how far things were backed up. He watched people break in and loot the Pizza Hut, racing out with cans of sauce and sodas. 
 
    Were they insane? 
 
    He knew they weren’t going anywhere. They’d have to radio another station to handle the call. Just as he walked toward the front of the fire truck to talk to Charlie, he felt the slight rumble beneath his feet. 
 
    In that split second, his mind flashed to the news and the reporting of it possibly being a plague of earthquakes. But before he could fully register it in his mind, it was the loudest ‘boom’ Gary had ever heard. Not only was it loud, it shook the ground so much, that Gary teetered in his stance. 
 
    One shake, no more, it wasn’t an earthquake. 
 
    People screamed and ran, then Gary saw it. 
 
    In the distance, but directly ahead, right where the smoke from the fire once was, he watched what looked like rock and dirt shoot to the sky, like a geyser of earth instead of steam. 
 
    Did the fire cause an explosion? 
 
    But he knew exactly what it was when suddenly that fountain of soil ignited. Not only did the flames shoot straight to the clouds, a huge fireball formed, rolling across the sky. 
 
    Gas. It had to be some sort of gas. When it emitted violently from the ground, the flames from the nearby fire caused it to explode. 
 
    Gary dove for the ground behind the truck. 
 
    He felt the heat from the fire as it blasted above him. It didn’t last, it was fast and violent like when oxygen ignited. 
 
    As Gary reached to put on his Self Contained Breathing Apparatus, he felt it in his chest. The inability to inhale or exhale. Every ounce of air was sucked out. He watched a woman stagger, reaching out. Gary put on his mask. First rule, he couldn’t help others if he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    He wheezed in relief as he took in the air, then stood. He secured his mask tightly, grabbed another tank from the side of the truck, and ran to the front. 
 
    People fell to the ground, one by one, left and right, quickly. 
 
    He opened up the driver’s door and Charlie dropped right out. 
 
    Gary instantly put the mask on Charlie. 
 
    “Breathe, Charlie, breathe.” He shook him, but Charlie was gone, he was wasting the oxygen on him. 
 
    Gently he rested him back on the ground and looked for Stan. Surely Stan had on his SCBA. But on the other side of the truck, Stan lay on the road. 
 
    Gary stood there, feeling helpless, holding in his hand an apparatus that could save someone’s life. He looked. He looked for anyone that maybe still had life in them. He was overwhelmed, anxious and confused. He tried his hardest to think clearly, but it was all too much. 
 
    Gary watched the world around him just die and there was nothing he could do. 
 
    After running up and down the block, looking in buildings, he gave up. Exhausted, heartbroken and scared, Gary plopped down on the sidewalk. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They called it a ‘sniffer’ and every fire department had one on the truck. It took the warning alarm on his tank to snap Gary from his near catatonic state of despair to remember it. He sought out another tank but wouldn’t change it until he was on his last drop of oxygen. The way that people just died told him not only was there no oxygen in the air, there had to be some sort of release of a deadly gas. 
 
    The sniffer, a handheld gas detector confirmed that. 
 
    He wasn’t just getting high level readings, he was getting readings too high for the instrument to register correctly. 
 
    It was methane. 
 
    It was time for Gary to venture out. To see the site of the eruption. He waited until he changed his cylinder then sought out a means of transportation. 
 
    He needed only to walk a block before he found a truck. A fender bender was the cause of the traffic jam, beyond that the street was nearly clear. 
 
    The truck door was open, ignition off and the keys inside. 
 
    A man holding a phone, lay on the ground to the side of the open door. The front end was dented, but the truck was drivable. 
 
    He made several trips from the fire truck to the pick up, taking all nine remaining cylinders of oxygen, that was all he had. If he set it low, he could get about eight hours out of it. 
 
    Gary would have to think about what he would do if the levels lasted beyond that. He hoped not and also banked on the knowledge that the gas would dissipate. It obviously wasn’t still blasting from the eruption zone or flames would still be shooting upward. 
 
    He checked the sniffer constantly. It didn’t take him long to find the eruption site. 
 
    The flash fire from the combustion, flames quickly extinguishing because of the lack of oxygen in the air, rubble, stones, and it covered the street. A bread crumb trail all leading to the large mound of rock and debris that encircled a hole in the ground nearly the size of a half a city block. 
 
    Gary stood in awe, carefully climbing the debris to look inside. The last thing he wanted to do was fall and get hurt. 
 
    No one was around to help. 
 
    The entire area was dead bodies, it was too horrible to comprehend. He didn’t know where to go, what to do. Was there even a safe place? 
 
    It took four hours and twenty-three minutes, five cylinders of oxygen before the levels normalized and Gary could remove the mask of his SCBA. He would keep them handy, just in case. At least he knew he had a few seconds warning. 
 
    He’d never forget that feeling of there being no air. Nothing to breathe in or out. That sinking feeling in his chest and gut. 
 
    Carrying the SCBA over his shoulder, he broke the glass door to a pub, stepping inside. It was the first place he thought about for a television. 
 
    The power was still on and he turned on the television. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    A blue screen. 
 
    He located the remote behind the bar and flipped through channels. It was useless. 
 
    After grabbing a bottle of water, he left that bar and headed back toward the truck. 
 
    Gary thought about going back to the fire station or the police station. Try the radio there when he heard it. 
 
    How could he not. 
 
    The town around him had become eerily silent and the slightest noise carried as if blasted through a megaphone. 
 
    Standing in the street he heard the high whirling sound. An airplane. 
 
    It grew louder and closer. 
 
    Gary didn’t need to look to far for it. A passenger plane flew overhead frighteningly low, so low not only could he see the name Blue Horizon, he saw the wheels down. If the landing gear was engaged, someone lowered it. 
 
    Which meant someone was alive on that plane. 
 
    It was low, it was close. They were landing. 
 
    With Salt Lake City International Airport only ten miles north, Gary knew exactly where he had to go. 
 
    He hurried to the truck and headed to the airport. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE – LOOSE ENDS 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 – Salt Lake City, Utah 
 
      
 
    With almost every fiber of his being, Tom was certain Gabe would be alright, he’d be fine. 
 
    Almost every fiber. 
 
    There was a small part that worried. Not that his son couldn’t execute the refueling process, but that maybe outside of the plane, everything really wasn’t fine. 
 
    Then again, if that were the case, they were all doomed. There wasn’t enough fuel to take off again and the onboard oxygen flow only lasted at most, fifteen minutes. 
 
    Tom fussed with the plastic Ziploc bag full of small bottles of booze. He wanted to take one, down it, but knew that wouldn’t help calm his nerves. At least get that song out of his head. 
 
    The song became an earworm instantly. Not only did Tom get a sinking gut punch feeling the second Gabe raised his hand, but when he stood up and walked to the front of the plane, bam … it hit him. 
 
    “We need someone to go with my copilot, leave through the cargo,” the pilot said. “And get the truck to refuel. If you have any experience in this, please, we need your help. Every minute counts.” He then saw Gabe’s raised hand. “Do you have experience or are you just volunteering?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Gabe replied. “I worked at Denver International for six years, three of those as an aircraft refueling mechanic.” 
 
    Something was said by the captain, but the blood rushed so fiercely to Tom’s ears he didn’t hear it. 
 
    He did hear his oldest son when he jokingly said, “If you didn’t volunteer, I was gonna tell them you knew how. Dude … be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    Then Gabe stood up. 
 
    ‘Billy, don’t be a hero, don’t be a fool with your life’ 
 
    It was strange how that happened, an old song from the seventies, one about war popping into Tom’s head. 
 
    But it wasn’t so much the chorus of the song that caused it. It was the second verse. 
 
    The sergeant cried we got to hang on boys. We got to hold his piece of ground. I need a volunteer to ride up and bring us back some extra men. Billy’s hand was up in a moment … 
 
    So was Gabe’s, and proud of his son or not. Tom just wanted to vomit. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The time had come. 
 
    Gabe buckled into the jump seat directly behind the cockpit. He had a hand radio resting on his lap and looked down to his phone for any texts from Gene. 
 
    His thumbs moved as he felt the plane lower. “How’s it going?” Gabe texted. 
 
    “Good. Your levels are good. But they’re building.” 
 
    Gabe nodded, looked up and saw his father. He returned to texting. “I won’t have my phone while I am fueling. It will be in the truck. Pilot will have one. I have a radio.” 
 
    “I will keep in touch.” 
 
    “How much time?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “An hour. Tops.” 
 
    “From now?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Landing now.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    Gabe stayed focused. Immediately he set the time on his phone for forty-five minutes. When it went off that would give him enough time to safely remove the fuel line and get back on the plane. 
 
    It was all going to happen so fast. The moment they landed and started to head toward the tarmac, the co-pilot Lance would join Gabe and they’d go below. The main reason for that was, it was closer to the ground and there was an emergency rope ladder there as well. 
 
    The plane touched down and Gabe felt the flutter in his stomach. He kept looking out to the main cabin to see his father, maybe even his brother. But he couldn’t see Owen. 
 
    Once he felt the pressure of the landing begin to subside, Gabe undid his belt. 
 
    The aircraft slowed down and he stood. When he did, he made eye contact with his father. 
 
    There it was, Gabe thought. It was that look, the look of his father that told Gabe he had it. The same one his father had when he got up to bat at little league, or when he took his driver’s license exam. 
 
    The cockpit door opened and Lance emerged. A man about his father’s age, same build, not quite as tall as his dad. 
 
    Lance undid the lock on the hatch on the floor directly by the galley. He lifted it and looked at Gabe. “Let’s do this.” He then climbed down. Gabe placed the radio in his back pocket and followed. 
 
    They emerged into the forward cargo bay. At first Lance stood straight, then as he made his way to the door, he bent over, finally getting down on hands and knees. He waited by the side cargo door for Gabe. 
 
    It wasn’t tall, but it was wide. 
 
    Attached to the wall next to the door was the emergency rope and Lance grabbed it. 
 
    “We get down, I’ll prep the plane, you run and get the truck.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    “You sure you can do this?” Lance asked. 
 
    “I’m positive. Unless this airport is different, there should be a fueling truck not far.” Gabe lifted his eyes to the ceiling. “He knows to pull near a fueling area, right?” 
 
    “I assume.” Lance smiled. “I’m sure he does.” 
 
    It seemed like forever to Gabe, the plane moved slowly, rolling along. Did the pilot realize they didn’t have much time? 
 
    Finally, the plane came to a full stop, and Lance reached for the handle to open the door. 
 
    It was at that moment, that precise moment that Gabe was struck with fear. It didn’t last long, only briefly when Lance opened that door. 
 
    Would the air be safe? Could Gabe breathe? Or were those final moments he could have spent with his family wasted sitting in a flight attendant seat wishing he could speak to his brother. 
 
    Air. 
 
    Gabe felt the warm air hit him. It didn’t smell bad and he was still alive so that accounted for something. He leaned toward the door, peering out. 
 
    “There.” Gabe pointed. “I think I see a truck. A hundred yards up by …” His words slowed down. He expected to see planes, luggage carts, he didn’t expect to see bodies. 
 
    Baggage handlers, ground crew, all lay there. 
 
    “Jesus,” Gabe gasped out. 
 
    “It’s hard, try not to look. Just focus.” Lance hooked up the ladder and lowered it. 
 
    “I will.” Gabe turned his body and immediately climbed down. He jumped the last wrung, landing flat on his feet. He turned to see Lance begin his climb, then Gabe took off running. 
 
    He didn’t make it far when he heard it. 
 
    How could he not. 
 
    It was so quiet. So eerily quiet, everything echoed. 
 
    It was a thump along with a crack. 
 
    Gabe stopped, looked back and saw Lance on the ground. 
 
    Immediately, he spun back around and raced to Lance. 
 
    That sound, the cracking sound, did he hear Lance break something. He prayed it wasn’t his skull and even sighed in relief when he saw Lance move. 
 
    He lay on the ground, extending his chest upward as his arms extended and he wretched visibly in pain. 
 
    “Lance.” Gabe crouched down to him. 
 
    Lance grunted loudly which transformed into a low groan. “Oh, God, I think I broke my leg or my hip.” 
 
    “Here let me help …” 
 
    “No!” Lance barked. “Go. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    Gabe hit his hand to the ground in frustration, stood and ran again. This time he pulled out the radio. “Captain, come in.” 
 
    “What’s up, Gabe?” the Captain replied. 
 
    “Lance fell from the hold. He’s down. He’s injured. I need help with him.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Lance placed the radio in his pocket. The truck was in sight. It was close. He had to focus on that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Why was his brother alone? 
 
    That was Owen’s thought. It was his understanding that Gabe and the co-pilot were going to get the fuel truck, but all he saw was his brother running across the apron. 
 
    “Dad?” Owen called for his father’s attention. “Gabe’s by himself.” 
 
    Tom lifted his head, leaning across the aisle to look. “Maybe the co-pilot is staying with the plane.” 
 
    Delaney spoke up. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Owen looked at her to question why she would say that and she was focused forward. It was then Owen saw the pilot walking back. 
 
    “Something tells me,” Owen said softly. “He’s coming for us.” 
 
    “I think so, too,” Delaney said then cleared her throat. 
 
    Exhaling heavily, the pilot stopped at their row. “Can I bother you two please?’ 
 
    “Sure,” Tom said. “What’s up?” 
 
    The pilot tossed his head back as a way to show Tom and Owen he needed them up front. 
 
    Tom handed Delaney the baggy of booze and was the first to stand. 
 
    “Good luck,” Delaney said softly to Owen as he scooted by her. 
 
    “Feel like I’m going to the principal’s office.” 
 
    It felt obvious to Owen everyone watched as he made his way to the front of the plane behind his father. Once up near the cockpit right by the open hatch in the floor, the captain closed the curtain. 
 
    “Already too many are anxious and scared,” he said. “My co-pilot, Lance, is down. Gabe radioed he fell from the cargo door. I need to get him up here and I’m sure Gabe will need help.” 
 
    “Say no more,” Tom waved out his hand. “We’ll go down there.” 
 
    “Your son has a radio. Stay in touch.” The Captain looked at his watch. “We have forty-one minutes.” 
 
    “Until?” Tom asked. 
 
    The Captain shook his head. “I don’t know. Another one of those eruptions maybe. Your friend Gene said be in the air. We will be in the air.” 
 
    “Then we better get moving,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Once you get down to the forward cargo, to the right you’ll see a shorter door, you’ll have to crouch or crawl, but that will lead you to the outer door.” 
 
    Owen nodded and climbed down first, waited for his father, then with the Captain’s directions made his way to the open cargo door. 
 
    He peeked out, saw Lance on the ground, trying to scoot to a sitting position, but giving up every inch he moved. One hook of the ladder was attached to the doorway, the other dangled. Owen grabbed it and reconnected it. 
 
    “Dad, you go first.” 
 
    “No, you.” 
 
    “No, I’ll hold this for you. If it gives again, we don’t need another old guy on the ground with a broken hip.” 
 
    “Ha, ha, ha.” Tom shook his head, turned his body and climbed down. 
 
    As Owen held tight to the hooks, he watched the white fueling truck, his brother behind the wheel, pull up. 
 
    After his father had made it down, Owen took his turn. He kept glancing up to the open doorway, watching the ladder, preparing himself in case it let loose. 
 
    It didn’t. 
 
    When he reached the ground, his father was tending to Lance and Gabe rushed as he connected hoses, cranked handles. Owen wasn’t sure what all it entailed for Gabe to fuel the plane, but he was glad his brother at least looked like he knew what he was doing. 
 
    “How the hell …” Owen looked to the door, speaking to his father. “Are we going to get him up there and then up the cargo ladder?” 
 
    Gabe answered as he pushed a rolling ladder to the wing. “We don’t.” 
 
    “You mean use that?” Owen asked. 
 
    “No,” Gabe spoke as he worked on the wing. “There is a container loader back there. We’ll use that. We’ll radio the captain to open the service door.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Owen said. “I have no idea what a container loader is.” 
 
    Gabe brought his arm around, pointing behind him as he focused on the wing of the plane. “See that big blue vehicle over there. Flat top? That top raises. We load him on there, raise it, go in.” Gabe climbed down the ladder, walked back over to the truck and gabbed the wide hose. “Dad, it drives like heavy equipment. Just pretend you’re on a construction site.” 
 
    “Will, do,” Tom replied, then laid his hand on Lance’s shoulder. “I’ll be back, we’ll get you up there and find that first aid kit.” He quickly looked at Owen. “Is that funny?” 
 
    “First aid kit. Sorry. I don’t think that will work because I’m pretty sure this protruding bump by his hip, is a bone.” 
 
    Lance groaned out. “Just anything, I need off this ground.” 
 
    “You’re far better on the ground then in a little seat,” Owen said. 
 
    “Owen,” Tom snapped. “What the hell? Compassion. Your bedside manner sucks.” 
 
    “I sell phone and electronics, I don’t practice a bedside manner.” 
 
    Grumbling, Tom stood straight, walked a few feet only toward the blue vehicle and stopped. “What the hell?” 
 
    “What?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Is that a pickup truck speeding this way?” Tom shielded his eyes. 
 
    Slowly, Owen stood to look, when he did the horn on the truck started beeping. 
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    Last lever was raised, all hoses grounded and connected, and Gabe started the flow of fuel. He looked at his watch. 
 
    A full tank would take forty minutes. He didn’t have that. They would be nearly full and that was good enough, hopefully. The event would pass and they’d  be able to land anywhere. 
 
    When the oncoming truck driver started beeping his horn, Gabe swore it was his phone alarm, even though they sounded nothing alike. Some weird thing in his mind believed the sudden beeping had to be none other than an alarm. What else could it be? 
 
    Then he watched the truck. 
 
    Someone was alive. 
 
    If it weren’t for all the dead bodies on the apron, Gabe would have wondered if Salt Lake was fine and Gene was off. 
 
    Then he watched the truck pull to a sideways, stop and a man, wearing firefighter gear, stepped from the driver’s side with a look of utter shock. 
 
    “Holy shit. You survived,” he said, rushing over. 
 
    Tom walked to the firefighter. “You, too.” 
 
    “Barely. I thought everyone died,” he said, extending his hand “Gary.” 
 
    “Tom. That’s my son by the plane, Gabe, the other is my son Owen.” 
 
    “Just you four?” Gary asked. 
 
    Gabe would have moved, but he had to closely monitor the fueling. He gave an upwards motion of his head. “We have a plane full.” 
 
    “Were you supposed to land here?” he asked. 
 
    “Hardly. We barely made it here.” Gabe replied. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Gary asked. 
 
    Owen walked over. “As a matter of fact, yeah, we do. We have a man down with a broken leg or hip, femur I think. I’m pretty sure.” 
 
    “Oh that’s bad,” he said. “He could die from that.” 
 
    Even in the distance, it was apparent Lance heard. He yelled out. “Oh my God, what?” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Gary yelled over, then dropped his voice to a whisper and shook his head. “It’s not fine. We better hope it’s the hip. Broken femur can be fatal.” 
 
    “We need to get him up on the plane,” Owen said. “We’re gonna use a container loader.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    Tom pointed to the truck. “I’m going to get that lift now.” 
 
    “All right, and I have a first aid kit in the truck,” Gary said. 
 
    Owen exhaled and looked at Gabe. “Why does everyone think a first aid kit is gonna do it.” 
 
    “I don’t know man,” Gabe told him. “Just get him on the plane and do it fast. I have to finish this.” 
 
    “That,” Gary indicated. “Is something I can help with when it’s done.” 
 
    “Good. Good. Help them get Lance on the plane, then come back and help me. We need every second of every minute, and we don’t have much time.” 
 
    “Don’t have much time for?” Gary asked. 
 
    “Until whatever happened …” Gabe answered. “Happens again.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lance was brave, but still couldn’t contain the shrieks of pain when they moved him onto the lift and into the plane. There was no blood on his pants, which was a good sign the bone hadn’t emerged from the skin. 
 
    Owen made another sarcastic comment to Tom about the first aid kit, until the firefighter Gary carried the big red box onto the lift to bring on the plane. 
 
    It shut Owen up. 
 
    “Okay, look, get him in a stable area,” Gary said. “I’ll be back. I’m not really trained in much more than CPR, bleeding, but I’ll try. I have to help Gabe, I’ll be back. Ask around the plane, I’m sure there’s a medical person here. Usually is,” he said, then crouched close to Lance. “Just try to stay still. I know we have stuff in the kit to help with pain.” 
 
    Lance nodded. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” And then the firefighter walked out the door back onto the lift. 
 
    Tom wondered where they could put him to make him comfortable. There was no way he could just sit down and laying him somewhere would be tricky. 
 
    It was an economy airline. A 737 ninth generation if Tom was correct. No first class, thirty rows, three seats on each side of the aisle. 
 
    The plane wasn’t full. The best place would be that first row right by the exit. There was extra leg room, and they could lift the seat dividers to create a makeshift bed. 
 
    But there were people in the seat. 
 
    Leaving Owen to tend to Lance, Tom inched his way to the flight attendants, Marina and Trevor who were on hand when they boarded with Lance. 
 
    “Can you get the folks in the first row, maybe moved somewhere so we can put Lance in that row?” Tom asked. 
 
    Trevor replied, “I’ll go handle that. How’s Lance?” 
 
    “Hard to say.” Tom face Marina. “Could you see if there are any medical personnel onboard?” 
 
    “I’ll make that announcement,” she said. 
 
    The captain stepped out. “How is he?” 
 
    “In pain. We think he broke his femur,” Tom replied. “He’s in some incredible pain. There is pain stuff in the medical kit, but none of us know much about what to do.” 
 
    They both paused when Marian made the request of any passengers with medical experience. 
 
    “Does this effect you in the cockpit?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I can handle it. Just worried about how many times we have to land, fuel and fly. According to Gene we could be doing that for days. I really hate the thought of asking if there are any pilots on board. Then again, everyone knows Lance is down.” 
 
    “Not sure it if will help,” Tom said. “My son, Gabe, the one fueling the plane has had his license since he was eighteen.” 
 
    “He got his PPL?” the pilot asked. 
 
    “He does.” 
 
    “What about his instrument rating?” 
 
    “I know he was working on that a few years back before his license was suspended,” Tom said. “Not for anything stupid flying. The kid took that serious. Unfortunately, on the ground it was a different story. He got a DUI.” 
 
    The pilot nodded knowingly. “I get that. And yes, that will help. I’ll talk to him once he’s in and settled and we’re in the air.” 
 
    “Good.” Tom looked behind him, he saw the first row was clear. “I’m going to go get Lance situated.” 
 
    “You do that. I’m going to get us ready to take off.” 
 
    Tom passed Marina on his way back to the main cabin. “Anyone?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “Trevor is walking through the cabin asking people, in case they didn’t hear or don’t want to come forward.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Tom nodded. “Do you have a blanket or pillow?” 
 
    “I’ll find something.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He rejoined Owen with Lance. “Let’s lift him away from this door and to the seat. Injured side out, so whoever examines him can get to him.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Hey, Lance,” Tom said. “We’re lifting you now, buddy. We’re gonna lift you straight up. Put all your weight on us.” 
 
    “Alright, I’m ready,” Lance replied. 
 
    Owen took one side, Tom on the other. Then braced under his arms and lifted him straight, trying not to touch the leg. 
 
    Lance was restrained in his painful cries as they carried him to the first row. 
 
    “I haven’t seen anyone approach,” Owen said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” asked Tom, as he assisted Lance to lay down as best as he could. 
 
    “No medical personnel,” Owen said. 
 
    “The flight attendant said no one responded.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Owen asked. “An entire plane? I mean, we have a refueling tech, but not a medical person?” 
 
    “Maybe they’ll find someone.” Tom resumed his focus to Lance. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No. But … what can I do?” 
 
    “Hang tight,” Tom told him. “At the very least, the fireman will be back. They all have some medical training.” 
 
    “Good news,” Trevor said when he approached. “I found someone. The only person onboard that said they had medical knowledge. She was reluctant.” 
 
    Tom raised his head to see Delaney walking to the front. “You?” 
 
    She nodded “Me.” 
 
    “Are you a nurse?” Owen asked. “Doctor?” 
 
    “No.” Delaney shook her head. “I have medical knowledge. I know the body.” 
 
    “Are you a nurses’ aid?” Owen questioned. “Physician’s assistant?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Physical therapist? Anesthesiologist …?” 
 
    “Owen,” Tom warned. 
 
    “Candy striper?” 
 
    “Owen,” Tom snapped. “Let her answer.” 
 
    “I’m a morgue technician,” Delaney told him. 
 
    “A … morgue technician?” Owen asked, then shrieked some. “I don’t really know exactly what a morgue technician does, but I’m pretty sure that’s on the wrong side of the spectrum from what we need. How is that even medical?” 
 
    “Well it is,” Delaney said. “Look I didn’t raise my hand all enthusiastically. He asked, I told him what I was.” 
 
    “She has to know bodies well,” Trevor said. “And how they work.” 
 
    “I do,” Delaney said. “I’m not a medical examiner, but I am their tech. I assist with autopsies, prep the bodies. Preliminary exams, open them up …” 
 
    “Okay. Stop.” Owen held up his hand. “I get it.” 
 
    “So you know how it works,” Tom said. “You probably know what to do.” 
 
    “No, I’d be guessing,” Delaney answered. “But … I know what not to do.” 
 
    “That’s better than nothing,” Tom said. “The medical kit is by the door. I’ll show you.” He led Delaney to the door, leaving Owen to Lance. 
 
    Sure, Delaney wasn’t the dream choice to help in the medical crisis, but Tom would put his faith in her to help the injured man, because right then, she was the only choice. 
 
      
 
    <><><><>
  
 
    Gary was on it. He watched the timer on Gabe’s phone, held the radio, and watched to make sure Gabe did everything he was supposed to for safe fueling. Not that the experienced young man wouldn’t, it was just a stressful situation and even the most experienced could make a mistake. 
 
    “How are we looking?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Three minutes.” 
 
    Gabe nodded. “It won’t finish fueling, but I need time to rewind the lines, disconnect the ground wires and secure the caps.” 
 
    “Do you need to sump the tank?” 
 
    “Not on a plane this size, it’s like every three days,” he said. “We’ll do it next time, if we have more time. Worse comes to worst, we can just drop and run.” 
 
    Gary shook his head. “No, we don’t know if we have to come back here to fuel up again. I’d have it ready as best as we can. Short it a few gallons to save time for if we land again.” Gary lifted the radio. “Hey, Captain Jeff?” 
 
    “I read you,” Jeff, the pilot replied. 
 
    “Might want to prep the cabin.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Gary lowered the radio and raised the phone again to check the timer. “Hey, who is Gene and why is he sending you a text to get out of here now?” 
 
    “Fuck,” Gabe blurted out. “He’s the geologist. Son of a bitch.” He hurriedly, jumped from the ladder, ran to the fuel pump and shut down the flow. “If he’s saying go, we go.” 
 
    Gary again lifted the radio, but before he could call out, the captain did. 
 
    “Just got word, we have to roll,” Jeff said. “What’s the situation?” 
 
    “We got the same,” said Gary. “Packing it up. Have someone at the door to shut it. You may want to alert the passengers that you might have to drop the masks.” 
 
    “Roger that. We have to move. No time to waste.” 
 
    Gabe glanced at Gary as he rushed back to the wing. “Good thinking.” 
 
    “I know how fast people can drop. You alright?” 
 
    “I got this. Get your gear ready, we may need it.” Gabe secured the gap and started rewinding the lines. 
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. The alarm sounded off. 
 
    Then came the tone of the text. 
 
    Lifted his eyes. “Shit. Gabe. Drop the line. Disconnect the ground wire. He says any second.” 
 
    “Get to the lift.” 
 
    “I’ll wait.” 
 
    “No, go, I’m good. You have a harder climb than me.’ 
 
    Gabe was right and Gary knew it. He hurried to the other side of the plane. There wasn’t time to lower the lift and raise it. He was bogged down with equipment. Two SBAs, a bag with cannisters of oxygen for them and other things, not to mention he was still wearing the heavy clothing. 
 
    He shouldered the equipment and climbed up the side of the lift. It wasn’t as easy as he thought, his balance was off and he kept tipping back. 
 
    By the time he reached the top, he saw Gabe climbing.  
 
    Gary tossed his gear through the open plane door, causing the male flight attendant to jump back then he went to the edge of the lift, crouched down and held out his hand to Gabe to help him hurry over the top; 
 
    The engines of the aircraft fired up as Gabe rolled onto the level portion of the lift. Both men raced to and through the door. The male flight attendant was quick to close and secure it. 
 
    “Get seated, buckle up,” the attendant said as the plane jolted in a quick move forward. 
 
    The pilot wasted no time. 
 
    Gary reached down for his SBA and sat in the jump seat, pushing his gear aside with his feet. He watched Gabe get ready to go in the main cabin, when the pilot called out from the open cockpit door. 
 
    “Gabe, I can use you up here.” 
 
    Gabe spun back around and ran to the cockpit. 
 
    Gary looked down at his SBA and prepared it, because something told him he was going to need it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gabe didn’t know what he could do or what Jeff expected. He didn’t have experience flying such a large plane. He doubted it was moral support. 
 
    The plane bolted from the apron to the runaway faster than it should have. 
 
    The body of the craft swayed from the high spend. 
 
    It was a good thing. 
 
    By the time Gabe sat and fastened his belt, the plane shook once violently as if it was turbulence, before Gabe felt the vibration and the rumbling. 
 
    “That’s not the plane,” Gabe said. 
 
    “No, it’s not.” 
 
    Immediately, Gabe’s heart started racing, beating uncontrollably out of his chest as they hit the runway. 
 
    Screams erupted from the back of the plane, horrid screams of fear and panic. 
 
    Through the corner of his eye, Gabe saw Jeff turn his head. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Jeff said. 
 
    Gabe looked, they were moving so fast it was a blur, but it was clear enough to see the huge eruption of earth shoot straight into the sky, it was close. Too close. 
 
    Thirty-five seconds. That was all it would take to hit the speed needed to take off. 
 
    It wasn’t a lot of time, but in reality it was just about a third of the time it took people to die from the lack of oxygen and replacement of methane in the air. 
 
    The methane eruption occurred. 
 
    The countdown was on. 
 
    Gary’s voice carried to them as he shouted over the radio. “Drop the masks now!” 
 
    Gabe looked down to the radio. The oxygen would leave soon and do so fast. After taking a deep breath and holding it, his eyes quickly scanned the controls of the flight deck. He spotted the red lever just below the word ‘Oxy’. Without hesitation, he snapped the thin safety wire and flipped the switch from manual to ‘on’ as he almost simultaneously reached to his right and released the pilot oxygen mask from its compartment. He lifted it over his head, squeezing the red button under his chin with his thumb and forefinger. Like a science fiction apparatus or Marty McFly’s futuristic shoes in Back to the future, the mask formed around his head. 
 
    The oxygen flowed and he exhaled. 
 
    Debris and dirt rained down on the aircraft, hitting against the windshield. Sounds of pattering, like hail fell on the metal tube plane as Jeff pulled back on the controls and lifted the aircraft from the ground to the sky. 
 
    The timing was bad. 
 
    Jeff had to take off right at the same time, all oxygen began to deplete from the aircraft. It was at that moment, Gabe realized, the pilot had done the same thing as him. He held his breath to complete his task. He watched Jeff, nervously and quickly retrieve the pilot oxygen mask. The second Jeff placed it on, he breathed heavily. 
 
    Jeff pressed the communication button. “We have about six minutes until we are high enough to recirculate safe air. Good job on dropping the masks.” 
 
    Gabe was trying to catch his bearings. His adrenaline raced along with his heart and all he could do was nod and think about the masks in the main cabin. 
 
    How many people actually listened and paid attention to instructions that flight attendants gave at the beginning of every flight. 
 
    Passengers were usually chatting, excited about their trip, looking at the masks instructions as something so routine and a rarity that they would be needed. 
 
    That worried Gabe. 
 
    He may have deployed them in enough time, but that didn’t mean people used them correctly or even at all. 
 
    With the time frame so small to have breathable air, Gabe knew there were going to be passengers, because of ignorance, who missed the window of opportunity to stay alive. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN – NEVER ENDING 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Gainesville, Fl 
 
    By the time the plane touched down in Gainesville, Susan already had been in contact with the University to gather all that they could information wise, in hopes to know not only why Gainesville was spared, but were they in any immediate danger. 
 
    The university was known as one of the best in the country, run by Doctor Alexander Armenov, to Susan’s knowledge, a brilliant man. That was how they knew Gainesville was spared, but they had little data regarding other areas. She hoped Armenov would have that information. 
 
    Reston started the conversation Gainesville, reaching out to them and connecting them with Susan on her flight. 
 
    Her plane was one of seventeen that landed in Gainesville since the onset of the geological extinction event. 
 
    When the passengers finally disembarked, there were county officials and the red cross there to help get them acclimated and a place to stay. 
 
    It was a traumatic event, and most of the volunteers and counselors weren’t aware that Susan, the director of the USGS not only was on that flight, but she was advising the passengers of all that was happening. 
 
    They were one of the few flights that knew what was going on. 
 
    The passengers were aware and had three hours to calm down before landing. 
 
    Surprising Susan when she stepped from the plane was the balding, gray-haired gentleman, waiting anxiously to meet her. 
 
    He introduced himself as Dr. Armenov and had a car waiting. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “I wanted us to get right to work. We have been working on this since we received word yesterday and have some fascinating data to share.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she replied. “I’d like to check in with Reston and my family.” 
 
    “We can set you up with the video conference call if you’d like, that’s how we have been speaking to Dexter in the chamber.” 
 
    “I appreciate it. From your perspective, how are their levels?” 
 
    “Well, good and bad,” he said. Another hour, they should be clear, but like everywhere else that was hit, it will only be a matter of time before they have to lock down again.” 
 
    “They won’t have enough air in their tanks to keep doing it over and over.” 
 
    “I have a plan for that. We can discuss it at my lab. I have a great think tank happening here.” 
 
    “That’s great to know,” Susan said. 
 
    Like Armenov, Susan was anxious to get started and get to work. She needed to know what he learned and what they knew. Even though she was informed by Gene and the Reston lab, she needed to see the data herself. 
 
    She knew, even without seeing readouts, it was going to get worse again, what she wanted to do was look beyond the bad, the upcoming events and triggers. For the sake of her family and everyone who had survived, Susan would look for the silver lining, signs that it would get better eventually. If … that would ever happen. 
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    Gary knew and was ready.  He knew the chances were slim that every single passenger would have the oxygen masks on correctly. They’d either fail to put it on and secure it or they’d have it only covering their mouths, which was common when the masks dropped in emergency situation. 
 
     Memories of an experience ten years earlier flashed in his mind. A flight from Salt Lake to Los Angeles, the cabin lost pressure, the masks deployed and thirty percent of the passengers passed out from not using the masks correctly. 
 
    Not that he was an expert, but from what Gary saw in Kearns when the eruption occurred, it was about two minutes until everyone died. 
 
    Two minutes. 
 
    Not a lot of time, but enough to try. 
 
    Thirty rows. 
 
    Not all of them full. 
 
    Gabe had told him during the fueling there were one hundred and fifty passengers. 
 
    He had his SBA ready when he called out to the captain to drop the masks, then Gary immediately put on his, undid his belt and stood. 
 
    At that point, the ground had already rumbled, screams had erupted over the close explosion. 
 
    The countdown was truly on. 
 
    It was difficult walking while the plane barreled down the runway. He focused on his balance, ignoring the waves of the flight attendants telling him to sit down. 
 
    Gary made his way down the aisle and did so quickly. 
 
    It was his intention to visually check each passenger and their oxygen, making sure they had it one. 
 
    If they didn’t cover their nose, and they breathed in, they were taking in methane. 
 
    The first row to the right was the downed and inured co-pilot. He lay across the seats. The woman tending to him, in Gary’s opinion, was a rock star. 
 
    She wore her mask correctly and she held his on his face. On the floor of the first row, the woman leaned over Lance, holding him down with her upper body, while her leg extended back, foot pressed to the partition wall of the plane, bracing her in position. 
 
    Gary didn’t have time to waste, he moved quickly down the aisle of the plane. Holding tight, fighting against the pull of the plane’s high speed climb. 
 
    He had already encountered three people not wearing their masks correctly and he was only on the fourth row. 
 
    Thankfully reaching out to one of them and fixing it, caused another to fix hers. 
 
    It was nerves and fear that caused people to not think rationally, to not take the proper steps. 
 
    So much time was spent stopping, reaching and fixing masks, Gary barely made it halfway through the plane in that first deadly minute. 
 
    The oxygen in those masks would last only twelve minutes. It would take half that time to get to a safe altitude and even less than that for deadly levels to be achieved in the body of that plane. 
 
    It wasn’t going to end well for a lot of people, Gary feared that. 
 
    His fears were confirmed when he reached the twenty-second row and saw a passenger had died. 
 
    He tried to put their mask on, but it was too late. 
 
    They were gone, like so many he saw die in Kearns. 
 
    And Gary knew, sadly, that passenger wasn’t going to be the only one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Billings, MT 
 
    It was the same time every day, Gene got tired. His body felt old and heavy, his eyes burned and he needed the midday pick up. He wasn’t sure whether it was really physical or psychological, but the routine of leaving the office, going to the local coffee house always worked. 
 
    He did the same thing, but it wasn’t the need for coffee as much as the need to see. 
 
    His curiosity was getting the best of him. 
 
    He had been at the Naval Operations support center since the night before. In that room, breathing apparatus and oxygen on hand, when or if the methane eruption happened. A part of him believed the chances of it happening near Billings were slim, especially after Hardon was hit. 
 
    But lightning struck twice at Hardin, this time, Gene believed that opening allowed for an even larger eruption, one that spread out for a hundred miles. 
 
    They lost the probe they lowered into the hole, but one eight miles away in a field and only fifty feet deep, gave them the best readings. 
 
    When levels went high there, it was game over. 
 
    The eruption happened fourteen minutes after that level piqued. When Gene left the monitoring room at the center, the field monitor was normal. 
 
    Phones were still working, he had a signal, and if they rose, he would get a phone call. 
 
    Perhaps it wasn’t the best decision to leave that room. 
 
    He didn’t have to even step foot outside before he saw bodies. 
 
    People just fell over where they stood. 
 
    Many passing out before dying. Pools of blood around their heads from their faces banging against the ground or whatever object they hit into. 
 
    It was sad and heartbreaking. 
 
    He put the warning out, informing everyone in the building what they had to do. 
 
    But it happened so fast, people weren’t ready to just grab an oxygen mask or even have one at hand. 
 
    When the methane eruptions began to occur, when they happened here and there in the early morning hours across the globe, Gene knew it was far too big and wide to save everyone. It just wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    So they remained silent. 
 
    Something Gene would carry with him for the rest of his life. 
 
    Sure, they couldn’t save the world, but maybe if they said something, maybe they could have saved some. 
 
    There were places not hit, not effected, but Gene didn’t know where they were. Until everything settled and stopped, they wouldn’t know any true safe location. 
 
    Truth was, until the earth burped out the last of the built up gas … nowhere was safe. 
 
    The event was so massive, it was nothing like Hardin where a two square mile area was hit, each eruption site was covering hundreds of miles. 
 
    Billings was forty miles from an eruption and it killed the population as if it happened in the center of the city. 
 
    Nothing he witnessed was a shock to him. 
 
    People had died while driving their cars. Vehicles veered off the road into each other, into buildings. Bodies had been ejected onto the street, some half out of the windshield. 
 
    It was not how Gene ever pictured the world’s end to be. 
 
    In his mind, he would never live to see it. Extinction level events take millions of years to complete. But had he predicted a modernized apocalypse it wouldn’t be a methane eruption. It would have been a plague, or war. Hell, even an alien invasion was more feasible. 
 
    Something that would give the human race at least a fighting chance. 
 
    But with the current disaster, there was no fighting chance. It was all luck. You were near it or you weren’t. No amount of survival training would prepare the masses for the fate they endured. 
 
    As Gene meandered the streets of Billings, he wondered how and if the world would ever get back on its feet. 
 
    He just couldn’t see that happening. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE – OVER THE TOP 
 
    Flight 3430 
 
      
 
      
 
    The double tone chime alerted the passengers they had reached a safe altitude, but just to make it clear to them, the captain made the announcement. 
 
    Even though Gabe knew they were high enough, he still felt nervous and a bit apprehensive about taking off his mask. 
 
    Jeff did first, then Gabe. 
 
    He inhaled, going all in with one deep breath. 
 
    Once he knew it was fine, he replaced the pilot’s emergency oxygen mask back in its side arm containment. 
 
    “I’m going to …” Gabe undid his belt. “Check on everything and my family.” 
 
    “Let me know.” 
 
    “I will.” Gabe stood. When he turned to face the open cockpit door, his father stood there. “Dad?” 
 
    Gabe knew by the look on his father’s face something had happened. 
 
    “Is Owen okay?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “He is, but it’s not good.” 
 
    Jeff pivoted in his chair to face Tom. “What happened?” 
 
    “Despite the best efforts of your newcomer firefighter, we lost people,” Tom replied. “It was an oxygen mask thing.” 
 
    Gabe clenched his fist and pushed it into the chair. “I knew it. I knew that was going to happen.” 
 
    “It wasn’t long after takeoff,” Tom said. “We had maybe less than a minute to get our masks on. Which is enough time, but some didn’t manage it. Some didn’t secure them or have them on properly. They needed to breathe in only what was coming through that mask. Anything else was deadly.” 
 
    “How many?” Jeff asked. 
 
    “Seven.” 
 
    Gabe heaved out a breath as his head lowered. “We tried.” 
 
    “You did.” Tom reached out and placed his hand on Gabe’s shoulder. “Right now, we need to start focusing on where we can safely land again, either to refuel or land. As we all said, we can’t stay up here forever.” 
 
    “I’m sure Gene is working on it,” Gabe replied. “I know if Gainesville remains safe, we still wouldn’t have enough fuel to get there.” 
 
    “Maybe next fuel up we will.” 
 
    Jeff asked. “What is the state of the passengers in the back?” 
 
    “In shock,” Tom answered. “Some are very upset, it was a family that passed away. It’s just an emotional mess. We need … we need to move the bodies. We don’t know how long we’ll be up in the air. We need to move them.” 
 
    “Take them to the cargo hold,” Jeff suggested. “It’s colder down there.” 
 
    “Man,” Gabe said. “That just seems so insensitive. Impersonal.” 
 
    “It’s what needs to be done,” Tom said. 
 
    “What about just moving them to the back of the plane?” Gabe asked. “We could cover them, I mean doesn’t it take a couple days for the bodies to smell? By then we’ll be on the ground, right?” 
 
    “Hopefully, and we did start to move them to the back, Tom answered. “But Delaney thinks we need to move them below. For health and emotional reason.” 
 
    “Delaney?” Jeff  asked. 
 
    “Our only medical person on board. She … um, works with the morgue.” 
 
    Jeff nodded with an ‘ah’, of understanding. “Okay then, I would go below. Use the rear cargo hatch. Clear a space. There are cords down there to secure them, and tarps. Then maybe a couple strong individuals could carry them down.” 
 
    “Our firefighter, Gary volunteered.” 
 
    “How’s Lance?” Gabe asked.  
 
    “Sedated,” Tom said. “Delaney put his mask on, she held it there. She was tending to him when we took off.” 
 
    “Will you … will you excuse me?” Gabe asked and made his way out of the cockpit. 
 
    There was something disturbing to him about putting the bodies below, it just seemed cold and callous. 
 
    Immediately upon stepping into the main cabin, he saw his brother to his right. 
 
    Owen was seated on the floor by the first row and by Lance. 
 
    “Hey,” Gabe said. “You alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just watching our patient,” Owen replied. “I’m proud of you brother, good job.” 
 
    “Not good enough,” Gabe said, “Apparently, Dad said we lost seven.” 
 
    “We did. Mainly toward the back. The fire guy was making his way down the aisle getting people in their masks correctly. But you know, it happened so fast, there was nothing he could do by the time he got to the middle.” 
 
    Gabe looked down the aisle, Gary was making his way up from the back. He was hard to recognize without his fire gear. As he grew closer, Gabe could see two of the flight attendants standing, almost blocking the back area where the bathrooms were. 
 
    “Good job, young man,” Gary extended his hand. “You did well.” 
 
    “I heard you tried to help.” 
 
    Gary puckered a small, defeated smile. “I tried. I just moved them to the back row until we decide what to do with them.” 
 
    “The captain wants them below,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Miss Delaney thinks that’s best, too,” Gary stated. 
 
    “Is it though?” Gabe asked. “It seems so impersonal. I mean, we’re all on this flight together. I’m sure some have family on board now.” 
 
    “They do. I think they’ll be fine with moving them below. The bodies are slightly disturbing,” Gary commented. “For now, I have them in the last row. We covered them with what we could.” 
 
    Gabe leaned to the side to see the last row. Sure enough, where the flight attendants stood, the last row contained people. It looked as if they had been covered in those thin airline blankets, the shape of their heads clearly distinguishable. “I see only six. Are they over lapped? Please don’t tell me one was a child.” 
 
    “No. No. All adults,” Gary said. “And there are only six.” 
 
    “Where’s the seventh?” 
 
    Gary gave a look of ‘where do you think’ and he pointed backwards. 
 
    Gabe made his way there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delaney had her back toward Gabe, when the flight attendants parted like the red sea. As soon as he hit the back row, there was a weird bad smell that didn’t get any better when he stepped into the rear area. Delaney was on her knees, her rear resting on her foot as she leaned over the body of a man lying prone in the back of the plane on the floor in the larger open area of the rear galley. 
 
    Gabe cleared his throat. 
 
    Delaney set down her phone and looked over her shoulder.  
 
    “What … what are you doing?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “I’m examining the body,” Delaney replied. 
 
    “You’re not cutting him open, are you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “If I could, I would.  I can’t, so it has to be a visual assessment.” 
 
    Gabe glanced down at the body. A male, older, maybe in his sixties. His eyes and mouth were closed, he looked peaceful. “Why?” 
 
    “For a couple of reasons,” Delaney said. “I highly doubt that anyone will be doing autopsies on those that died.” 
 
    “We know what killed them,” Gabe said. “No oxygen, and methane gas.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, we do. But do we know what they went through?” 
 
    “You can tell all that by a visual assessment?” 
 
    “No, I can guess. Cutting into him would tell me more.” 
 
    “That’s cold.” 
 
    “It’s science, and his wife gave me permission to examine him. Because she wanted to know what he felt, what he went through, how long it took him to die.” 
 
    “Wasn’t she sitting right next to him?” 
 
    “In the craziness of the moment, she didn’t pay too much attention. No one did. It happened so fast. She said she turned her head and when she looked back, he was gone. She tried to put the oxygen on him. Now … the woman in twenty-two B, she fought it. Lasted longer than him.” 
 
    “How do you know? Did you examine her, too?” 
 
    “Just when we moved her. Her hand was clutching the seat, back arched, head to the side. It looked like a struggle. But we need to know for sure,” Delaney said. 
 
    “Is it important?” 
 
    “It is. To those of us who lost people or worry. I want to know if my kids suffered.” 
 
    “You don’t know that anything happened to them,” Gabe said. “You really don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t. Not for sure, but I know I can’t get ahold of anyone I know in Cleveland. No one. It’s not like the phones are down, they ring and ring. I even tried to call my office … nothing.” 
 
    “Don’t give up hope.” 
 
    “I won’t. But I am realistic and I want to be prepared.” 
 
    “Examining some dead guy will do that?” 
 
    “Raymond, his name is Raymond,” she said. “And he tells me a lot.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “If you’re not timid …” she patted the spot next to her. 
 
    As soon as Gabe lowered to the floor, he released a slight huff. “What’s that smell?” 
 
    “The body sometimes releases what remains in the bowels and bladder. Ray here, released. You’ll get used to it.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Is that the reason you want to move all the bodies down below?” 
 
    “Not really. Think of the people on board. We are faced with a really unique and deadly situation, they don’t want to die, but knowing they can turn their heads and be reminded of death constantly, is a lot. Plus … in another three hours, these people will be impossible to move below. Ray is absent of rigor mortis, but a couple of the others are not.” 
 
    “Okay so … has Ray told you anything?” 
 
    “Yes. I can guess, but not for positive, age and preexisting conditions play a big factor into how long it takes you to die and how it affects you. Twenty-two B took longer to die than Ray. But I don’t think Ray suffered as badly as she did.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “Look at Ray’s chest,” Delaney indicated to the barreling and extended chest. “It’s big, not because Ray is big, but because it is filled with gas.” She leaned forward placing her head to his chest, then tapped it. “Still there. Which is weird because we expel all oxygen from our body upon death.” 
 
    “So … it’s not oxygen in there?” 
 
    Delaney shook her head. “No. To breathe, the atmosphere around us needs to be around eighteen percent oxygen. Whatever is happening, methane is replacing the oxygen. Everyone who tried to breathe suffocates, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “But keep in mind, the ratio of oxygen and methane isn’t …” Delaney snapped her finger. “Instant. It’s a fast increase over a minute or two tops. We know that because the firefighter had almost a minute to put on his mask and live. He was able to help people in the first half of the plane.  Anyone exposed in the first minute is breathing in the methane while the oxygen level was still semi breathable. Understand?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    “And whatever this is closes our airways, like it inflames them closed.” 
 
    “Like asthma?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Exactly. Ray here had COPD, his airways were already blocked. He also had asthma which inhibited him from exhaling.” 
 
    “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “It matters because his airways locked and closed instantly, trapping in a mixture of methane and oxygen. He couldn’t exhale, and he died from suffocation, but not before the methane blacked him out. He never got to the ‘oh my god I can’t breathe stage’.” 
 
    “But twenty-two B did?” 
 
    “She was able to exhale and then unable to inhale at all. Anyone with Asthma will shut down a lot faster than someone without it. It shows in their face as well. Ray’s mouth wasn’t open and gasping. His eyes didn’t bulge. Too bad everyone couldn’t die like Ray.” 
 
    Gabe just stared at her. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “And you were only an assistant?” 
 
    “Tech. Fifteen years.” 
 
    “Did you ever want to be a medical examiner?” 
 
    Delaney nodded. “I did. But I didn’t have the patience for the schooling.” 
 
    “Del?” Gary called her name as he emerged into the back. “We have a problem with Lance.” 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Some sort of reaction.” 
 
    She lifted the blanket at Ray’s feet and covered him. “I’ll be back Ray.” Then she stood and walked from the back area. 
 
    Gabe looked at Ray, then figured he wasn’t staying, and he followed to see what the problem was. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom knew the second he finished talking to Jeff, the captain, something wasn’t right with Lance. The co-pilot had quieted down, biting his tongue on painful cries after he was positioned in the first row. He was even more comfortable when Delaney rigged a way to support his injury with a drink tray and donated belts. 
 
    But in the time that Tom handled things in the back and talked to the pilot, Lance declined. He thrashed back and forth, groaning and spewing forth unintelligible words. 
 
    Something was up. 
 
    He exhaled in relief when he saw Delaney making her way up the aisle. While everyone else scoffed at her as the medical person, Tom had confidence. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    Tom just pointed at Lance. 
 
    Delaney glanced at Lance and then to Tom. “How long has he been like this?” 
 
    Owen answered. “Not long. A few minutes.” 
 
    There wasn’t much room in that space between the row and wall. Owen stepped out and Delaney slid in, crouching down by Lance. 
 
    “Lance,” she said his name. 
 
    Lance mumbled something. 
 
    She reached up and touched his head. “He’s flushed and feels warm. 100.2, maybe 99.8.” 
 
    Owen chuckled out in disbelief. “Like you can tell that.” 
 
    “I was champ in my class, of course that was a while ago, but they called me the human thermometer. Tom.” she glanced up. “Find Trevor, I need the plane’s medical kit. It has an IV bag. I want to run a line and give him some fluids and fever reduction.” 
 
    “What about pain?” Owen asked. “He looks in pain.” 
 
    “He probably is,” Delaney replied. “Pain can cause a low fever especially if you have inflammation, anything high we would be thinking infection.” 
 
    “Can you give him more morphine?” Owen questioned. 
 
    “No, I gave him enough already.” 
 
    “But you said you don’t know how much to give.” 
 
    “I also said, I know how much not to give,” Delaney said. “Trust me, he has enough in him. The fracture is bad. I mean, without an x-ray or cutting him open …” She stopped when Owen cringed. “Sorry. It’s hard to tell how bad it is.” 
 
    Tom asked, “Do you think it’s the leg?” 
 
    “I had it stabilized,” Delaney replied. “He may have loosened it with all the tossing.” She lifted the blanket, staring at his feet. She had cut off his pant leg earlier to make it easier to stabilize it. 
 
    “Remember,” she said. “I gave the disclaimer that healing bones was not my forte.” She raised the blanket more. “Oh, boy.” 
 
    “Oh, boy what?” Tom questioned. 
 
    “This.” She pointed to the discoloration of his leg that started just above the knee. It encompassed the side and was a reddish purple. “Decedent has significant …” 
 
    “Decedent?” Owen cut her off. 
 
    “Sorry. Habit. Patient … he has significant pooling.” 
 
    “That bruise?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Pooling. He’s not moving.” Delaney explained. “Like when someone dies, gravity takes over. But this isn’t caused by death.” 
 
    “Obviously,” Owen said. “So is it odd for the bruise to pool?” 
 
    “It’s not a bruise.” Delaney stood. “The femoral artery runs close to the femur, down the leg. It’s a major artery as you know. The deep femoral artery is located by where he had the break. One of the dangers of breaking the femur is internal bleeding. The artery punctures even slightly and blood flows into the limb.” 
 
    “So … he’s bleeding internally?” Tom asked. 
 
    Delaney nodded. 
 
    “And you know this isn’t a bruise?” Owen asked. 
 
    “It’s not a bruise. Something in his leg is causing blood to leak into the limb, more than likely in a few hours a clot will form and well ...” 
 
    Owen’s voice squeaked. “And well what?” 
 
    “I think …” Tom interrupted. “I think we both know what it means. Can you do anything? You said something about cutting into him. Will that relieve the blood from pooling?” 
 
    Delaney shook her head. “No. Unfortunately, he needs surgery to repair the bleed and the break. There is no doctor on board and honestly, I wouldn’t attempt it. How could I?” 
 
    “Is there anything that can be done?” Owen questioned. “Anything at all?” 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Delaney said. “All I can do is make him comfortable. I can’t give him anything else at least for another two hours. But right here, this situation is one we have to realize we’re going to face. If the world below is as bad as we all think and know it is, then sadly, from here on out, a broken leg can be a death sentence. The truth is, the only thing that can save him is to land this plane and find a surgeon. We all know the odds of that.” 
 
    “And if we can’t?” Owen asked. 
 
    Delaney dropped her voice to a whisper. “Then he will die.” 
 
    Tom looked at Lance. Too much death had already happened all over, even on the plane. He didn’t want to see another person die. He knew he had to get a hold of Gene. If anyone could help figure out the logistics needed to save Lance, it was Gene. Not only that, Gene was on the ground and he had a much better idea of where help could be found than they did forty-thousand feet in the air. 
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 Gainesville, FL 
 
      
 
    Fascinating data was the term Dr. Alexander Armenov used for the information he had to share with Susan. 
 
    Like anyone else, Susan assumed the word ‘fascinating’ would be good news. Why wouldn’t she? In an essence some of the news was good. 
 
    They walked to the wing of the university where geological studies were located, talking as they walked down the hall. 
 
    “Reston will have, we believe at least a two hour window,” Armenov told her. “If we can get a plane there, we can coordinate the times and get your family out and in the air.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” 
 
    “We already put the word out to Reston and they are working on it. They are not to leave or even attempt to leave if there’s not enough time.” 
 
    “I would hope not. I just want my family,” Susan said. “I know that sounds selfish with everyone dying.” 
 
    “I understand. We’re hopeful though these events will stop. But for now … a second eruption is definitely imminent.” He opened the door to the lab. “Maybe even a third.” 
 
    A young man turned in his seat. His hair slightly longish and in need of a cut. He stood when she walked in. “No more than a fourth,” the young man said. 
 
    “Susan, this is Warren, my best and brightest student. He’s been working diligently since yesterday. Warren, this is Deputy Director Diel.” 
 
    Susan held out her hand. “You can call me Susan.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” 
 
    “You were saying no more than four?” Susan asked. 
 
    Armenov explained. “We have had our students in the field, making calls.  The levels in key areas are building again, like they did right before the eruptions, but … they aren’t as high as the first time around.” 
 
    Warren added. “And we expect the third to be even lower.” 
 
    “Until,” Susan said, “The build up has all been released.” 
 
    Armenov nodded. “There are a lot of release holes. Which is good. Warren’s friend was able to hack into the International Space Station system and get some great images.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to hack,” Susan said. “Gene has them.” 
 
    Armenov chuckled. “Warren sent them to him. Anyhow, as you know, finding the holes is difficult, but we located a lot. We found one hundred and seventeen holes, we know there are more but …” he pulled forth an image on the computer. It was of earth and red markings formed almost a dotted line across the northern hemisphere. “We marked some of the holes. During the Permian extinction, it was thought that one major eruption occurred in the arctic shelf and another in the oceans. If you look at where we marked this image you can see, a vast majority are across the north, they are nearly perfectly in line, creating an exhaust valve.” 
 
    Susan’s finger traced the image. “That looks like it’s the circumference of the Arctic circle.” 
 
    Armenov nodded. “Close. Seventy degrees, Thirty North. Perfect little cap. No pun intended.” 
 
    Warren added. “We think, we hope, we won’t be seeing many more eruption sites. The vents are in place. There are enough to vent the methane.” 
 
    “That is good news,” Susan said. “Fantastic news. That means if an area is safe now, it will remain safe.” 
 
    “From methane,” Armenov replied. 
 
    “What else would there be?” Susan gave a quirky look, then that partial forced smile fell. “What?” 
 
    “The vents, the remaining eruptions … that is the good news,” Armenov said. “Again, look where the stream of eruption sites are. The arctic. It’s generating immense heat up there.” 
 
    “Shit,” Susan said. 
 
    Armenov changed the image. “Look at these storm fronts and surges. Ocean temperatures according to the data are rising.” 
 
    “The ice is dropping in,” Warren said. “Suddenly, causing the ocean depth to increase, but even ever so slightly …” 
 
    “Thermal expansion,” Susan said. “My God, this all just started. Do we have any idea how much or how fast they are rising?” 
 
    Armenov shook his head. “We are waiting on that. We’ve tapped into NOAA, but data from some vitally positioned buoy stations aren’t coming in, so it takes time to put it all together.” 
 
    “We are trying to get one of the tsunami stations, “Warren said. “They do sonic pings to measure wave swells.” 
 
    “It’s early, yes, things could change. I doubt that. We believe even by what we’re seeing now,” Armenov said, “It’s happening fast. It’s a mess out there. Cold and warm temps colliding.” 
 
    “Like our methane eruptions,” Susan said. “Wow, when Mother Nature decides to clean house, she goes full force and doesn’t waste time.” 
 
    “Bottom line, what’s safe now won’t be for long,” Armenov told her. “We both know what this all means. If this continues on its current path, it won’t be long before …” 
 
    Susan exhaled heavily, cutting him off and finishing his sentence. “We’ll be under water.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN – IMAGES OF DOOM 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 
 
    Tom imagined and hoped for the moment when Gabe was sober, he just wished it didn’t happen at the end of the world. 
 
    The flight attendants weren’t giving up any of the alcohol, not yet. After eight hours in the air, the snacks were running low. 
 
    But Tom needed and wanted a drink. His day started twelve hours earlier when he arrived at the airport and he didn’t get much sleep. 
 
    Saying he was stressed was an understatement. 
 
    Gabe was getting a crash course in flying a 737 and as horrible as it was, Tom wasn’t confident. He was nervous. Something about a stranger flying a plane made him feel more at ease than his own flesh and blood. Maybe because he knew how Gabe was. 
 
    That was one stress factor. 
 
    There was nothing they could do about what happened on the ground, but in the air it was another story. 
 
    It was real. 
 
    Seven people were dead on the plane and the co-pilot clung to his life. 
 
    Not to mention, the fuel situation. 
 
    They needed to land again to refuel and they hadn’t heard from Gene on where that could be. 
 
    Tom wondered how long they could keep going. Flying, landing, fueling, all in a rush, fearful that at any second while on the ground things could go south. 
 
    They cut it close, too close when they refueled. 
 
    What would happen the next time, or the time after that? One of those stops, time would catch up to them. 
 
    He stood in that tiny area, right between the cockpit and the main cabin. The small galley and lavatory to his right and left. His eyes kept casting down to his phone, as if staring at it would make Gene reply. 
 
    Again, not meaning to be a pest, Tom sent a text, ‘Anything?’ 
 
    He exhaled thinking, come on Gene, answer. 
 
    “Dad?” Owen peeked around the corner. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. I am … just tense.” He lowered his voice. “We have to land and soon.” 
 
    “How much time?” 
 
    “An hour, maybe. I don’t know.” Tom shrugged. “How are you holding up?” 
 
    “Good. Tired of being on this plane.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I keep convincing myself I’m just headed somewhere exotic.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “Yeah, the apocalypse.” He glanced to his phone. 
 
    “Maybe he is texting Gabe and the pilot.” 
 
    “And blowing me off?” 
 
    “Yeah, Dad, he has better things to do.” 
 
    “True.” Tom sighed. “I need a drink. Unfortunately, they aren’t serving.” 
 
    “Well, Gabe’s stash is back at our seats.” 
 
    “You’re right. I think I’ll go snatch up a bottle.” 
 
    “I’ll go back to watching Lance.” 
 
    “Should I bring you up a mini bottle?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” 
 
    After a pat to his son’s back, Tom walked down the aisle to his row. The plane was quiet. No one talked, and he could feel how tense things were. 
 
    He glanced at the faces of the passengers as he passed them, each person looked as if drowning in deep heavy thoughts. A place, Tom avoided going. He didn’t want to think about what was below, who remained or people he lost. He couldn’t let his mind go there. He had to focus on his sons and the fact they were alive. 
 
    For how long remained to be seen. 
 
    As he neared his row, he heard the sluggish sniffling. Someone was crying or was stuffed up. He saw the tip of the plastic bag with the mini bottles. It was perched on the aisle seat of his row. 
 
    Just as he reached for it, he saw Delaney. 
 
    She sat in the window seat, leaning towards the window. She stared at her phone, curled up in the seat with her legs close to her body. 
 
    “Hey,” Tom said softly, lifting the bag. 
 
    She looked at him. 
 
    It was her who was crying. 
 
    Tom sat down. “I came for one of these.” He undid the bag. “Did you want one?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Tom pulled out a bottle, it didn’t matter what it was. His son had a variety of different types, which was slightly disturbing to Tom. He resealed the bag and grasped the top to the tiny bottle. He couldn’t open it, his fingers seemed unable to get a grip on it. “Goddamn it. My fingers never …” 
 
    Delaney held out her hand and Tom gave it to her. 
 
    With ease she opened it and handed it back. 
 
    “Thanks.” He sipped it. “What’s going on? Why the … why the sudden change in demeanor? Not that it’s not okay, I mean things … things are …” He took another sip to stop any further stumbling over his words. He had his children with him, Delaney of course, was worried about hers. He forgot about it until that second, she had been so focused on helping Lance and the others. 
 
    “I heard someone talking about social media,” Delaney replied. “Looking for posts. Everyone you know is fighting for the few charging ports on this plane. So when mine was done, I remembered the app.” 
 
    “What app?” 
 
    “It’s a tracking app.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Tom said. “Keep in mind, even though I look savvy, I am the worst with tech stuff.” 
 
    “It’s called FamTo. Family together. You create a circle, your family joins, and as long as their phone is charged, you can see where they are. My mom, husband, sisters, brother … daughter,” her voice cracked. “She just got her first phone. She’s ten. My son doesn’t have one yet.” 
 
    “Why … I mean, I’m sorry, I just don’t understand why?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It started as a joke and we all just kept it. I’d know when my husband was on his way home. When I worked nights, he’d know I arrived safe at work. It was helpful. We’d tease each other about where we were.” 
 
    “Your entire family tracked each other?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re close. People didn’t understand it,” Delaney said. “It was our thing. Strange, I know. One of the funny things we talked about was how they were gonna track me and Jen in Vegas. My sister. She is getting married. It was her bachelorette party I was flying to. My husband joked he would know what bars and casinos we went to.” She sniffed, and then her voice cracked again. 
 
    Tom knew she had started crying. 
 
    “I forgot about this damn thing,” Delaney cried. “I forgot. How often we used it and I forgot. I wish I didn’t remember.” She leaned to him showing him the phone. “Vegas.” 
 
    Tom looked at the screen, the word Las Vegas was on there and a tiny circle with a picture of a woman along with the name Jen. 
 
    “She’s at her hotel,” Delaney said. “When I touch her picture.” Delaney touched it and a new screen popped up. “It tells me where she’s been. She went back to her hotel at two AM,  see …” She scrolled the screen. “ … and she hasn’t moved since.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean …” 
 
    “Yes, it does. She hasn’t moved. Her phone is fully charged, which means it’s plugged it. She hasn’t moved.” 
 
    “Delaney, those hotels are huge. Maybe she’s somewhere in there moving about.” 
 
    Delaney shook her head. “It tracked her from the casino floor to the Sixteenth floor. Which is off because she actually sent me a text that our room was on the fifteenth floor. She hasn’t moved in sixteen hours … no one …” she sobbed once. “Has moved. Not my husband, my daughter or my other sister. Nobody. My brother in Tennessee, his phone is dead, but he’s probably just like them.” 
 
    “You can’t think this way.” 
 
    “How would you think, Tom?” Delaney asked. “My babies. I keep wondering, did it happen in school? Did Dan decide to keep them home from school? Oh God, I hope he did.” Delaney broke down. 
 
    “Come here.” Tom lifted the arm rests, scooted over a seat and reached out to her, pulling her close. 
 
    She fell against him and cried. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say, what to do for her. There was absolutely nothing that could come from his mouth that would make any difference at all. 
 
    She probably was the only one on the entire plane that confirmed her worst fears. 
 
    He held her for a few minutes before he heard Owen’s voice. 
 
    “Gary!” Owen called strongly for him. “Gary, come quick.” 
 
    Both Tom and Delaney looked up. 
 
    “Lance,” Delaney said. 
 
    It had to be. The moment Tom stood, he saw Gary at the front of the plane, reaching into that first row. 
 
    He allowed Delaney to get ahead of him and she rushed forward with Tom behind her, moving slowly. 
 
    Someone reached up to Tom as he passed them, grabbing his arm. 
 
    “What’s going on?” a woman asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tom answered. But he did. 
 
    Owen backed up, standing by the bathroom, arms folded. 
 
    Delaney had reached the front, dropped to the floor and pulled the red case. 
 
    He could hear Delaney and Gary’s voices, they were saying something, but Tom couldn’t make it out. 
 
    As he neared, Tom made eye contact with Owen. 
 
    Owen just shook his head. 
 
    When he got to the first row, Delaney was handing Gary a syringe. 
 
    Gary injected it into the IV line they had running into Lance, he then proceeded to do CPR. 
 
    Tom knew it was useless. 
 
    He watched in just that few seconds as Lance’s color seemed to wash away. 
 
    Despite the fact Gary worked diligently to bring him back, Lance was gone. Another person on that flight died, joining the countless millions below. Tom knew if they didn’t land soon, and somewhere safe, like Gary’s efforts to revive Lance, everything they did to stay alive in the air, would be for not. 
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 Naval Operations Support Center - Billings, MT 
 
    He could stop anytime, Gene kept thinking in regards to Wiley. He was a nice guy, young, and Gene knew it was some sort of thinking routine he did. Tap his pen from tip to end, then write something down, click a few keys, stare at the screen, repeat the pen thing. 
 
    Perhaps Gene was more on edge because he was hungry, tired and had spent the last hour looking at images some college kid in Gainesville had sent him from a weather satellite. 
 
    “Can anything else happen?” Gene spoke softly. He took notes on where he knew the storm surges would hit. 
 
    “Are you running worst case scenario in the simulator?” Wiley asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Run worse case. You have to. We have to plan on that.” 
 
    “How?” Gene asked. “Plan, how? Who do we warn, how do we warn them?” 
 
    “Well, we let those we’ve been in contact with know. Water is coming. I bet Gainesville is already on that. I bet they ran worst case scenario.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.”  Gene pulled up the simulator, really hating to think about putting in ‘worst case’. He knew what that would be. If the rest of the ice somehow melted from the heat of the blasts, if the oceanic temperatures battled each other with warm and colder water. Looking at the storms, the water that would fall and carry, the ocean could conceivably rise sixty meters. That had always been the estimate science had come up with. 
 
    Putting in a sixty meter rise produced a nightmare. 
 
    Major cities along the west coast of the United States were under water. The California coast would be gone and a huge body of water extended from Chico to Fresno. At the widest it was fifty miles across, swallowing everything, except Sutter Butters which would become an island in the middle of it all. 
 
    Death Valley National park would be a lake. 
 
    The middle US was a mess. San Antonio, Houston, Baton Rouge … submerged. Water would bleed through the rivers flooding everything north, all the way to Memphis. 
 
    On the east coast it would be just as tragic, if not more.  
 
    Not a single coastal city would be spared. 
 
    Water would be carried two hundred miles inland. 
 
    Florida was gone with the exception of a one hundred twenty square mile area. The simulator predicted only one spot in the entire state would survive. 
 
    Ironically and oddly, it was Gainesville. 
 
    If Gene were a religious man, he’d call it the New Jerusalem. Spared by the methane, spared by the storms and water. A safe haven. The new and only beach front property remaining in Florida. 
 
    “Wow, that looks bad,” Wiley said. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? We knew it would be bad.” 
 
    “We’re safe.” 
 
    “A lot of good that does us,” said Gene. 
 
    “We can survive. Your friends are up there alive. Anyhow …” Wiley rolled his chair closer. “Want to hear some good news?” 
 
    “There’s good news.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe there is.” 
 
    “Then tell me.” 
 
    “I was looking at the models. Trying to collect all data before we lose power.” 
 
    In was almost a reaction motion, Gene tossed his pen in the air and slammed his hand down. “We’re losing power?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, we can’t expect the lights to stay on forever. Generators will kick in here giving us six hours.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “But the good news is … we’re looking at another eruption here at about three tomorrow afternoon. It won’t be as big, and I don’t expect the levels to be as strong. I believe that will be the last one for this area.” He reached for his clipboard. “I have charted other areas, they aren’t as lucky, but it could be worse. Dallas, Cleveland, Reston, these places …” he pointed. “Another eruption in two to three hours, followed by one more after a two hour reprieve. But here … west.” he pointed. “One more at these and then it’s done.” 
 
    Gene’s eyes widened and they finally held a twinkle of hope. “Vegas.” 
 
    Wiley nodded. “Should be safe now. Levels in that area are slowly rising, but will get there. Maybe not as late as ours, but by late morning.” 
 
    After glancing at his watch, Gene reached for his phone. “That’s a little over eight hours.” He hurriedly dialed. 
 
    “Who are you calling?” Wiley asked. 
 
    Gene signaled with a finger for Wiley to wait and he exhaled in relief when Tom answered. “Tom, hey, sorry I didn’t get back to you. I didn’t have anything to tell you.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” Tom replied. “You’re getting back now. Do you have something? Tell me you have good news.” 
 
    “I do,” Gene replied. “I know where you can stop and rest for a little while. I know where you can land.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN – TAKE OFF 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 - Las Vegas, NV 
 
      
 
    It was information overload for Gabe, a crash course in flying a 737. Although he was very happy, he was just assisting. Not that he wasn’t familiar with the panel and deck, he just wasn’t comfortable.  
 
    Captain Jeff explained everything he did like an instructor as if he expected to die or something. 
 
    If Gabe had to, he could fly the plane, he could even land it under normal circumstances, but he was happy as they flew into Vegas, he wasn’t in control, especially as they landed. 
 
    He could see the power was still on in Sin City. Streetlights mapped out the roads, even the strip was bright and flashy, as if everything was normal. 
 
    The lights had to be on automatic. 
 
    Unless Gene was wrong and everything was actually fine. 
 
    He knew that wasn’t the case as they flew over McLaren airport just before circling to land. 
 
    It was dark. 
 
    A few lights in the airport, but not a single runway was lit. 
 
    The clear Vegas sky allowed for the moon to give some light, but not enough. 
 
    Gabe was glad he didn’t have to land the plane. 
 
    Jeff had decades of experience, and a navigation program that aided in the landing. Not once did the captain let on he was worried or nervous. 
 
    Gabe didn’t know how he did it. 
 
    To him it looked like they were touching down in the abyss. 
 
    Calm and Collective, Jeff must have seen the worry on Gabe’s face. 
 
    “Just watch the lines,” Jeff told him. “I know it looks like a simulator, but it will guide you. As a matter of fact, pretend it’s a simulation.” 
 
    “Lot easier said than done. This is real.” 
 
    “Makes you all the better.” 
 
    And with that, he seamlessly touched down. 
 
    Slowly he moved the plane to the apron near the terminal. Just looking at the building, everything seemed normal, there were lights on from what Gabe could see. Yet, he knew ‘normal’ was far from the case. 
 
    When Jeff brought the plane to a stop, he fiddled with his watch. “Timers set. Six hours. That gives us time to rest and get off the ground and leaves room for error.” 
 
    “Are we staying on the plane?” Gabe asked. “I think we should let everyone out. We at least have to move the bodies from cargo.” 
 
    “And also from there,” Jeff said. “I picked this terminal because it’s never busy. Things happened early in the morning, this terminal has the least morning arrivals.” 
 
    “So the least amount of bodies.” 
 
    “Exactly. Get a few people together and clear the gate. Who knows, we may luck out, the gate may be empty. And I know it’s a lot to ask, especially since you’ll be refueling. But other than me, you know airports.” 
 
    “You want me to connect the jet bridge?” 
 
    Jeff nodded. “We need that bridge. I don’t want to bring people into the ground level. Do you know how?” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Gabe replied. “I’ll do it.” He glanced out, looking at the extended and empty gateways they referred to as jet bridges. “C-Twenty-six? I can see a light.” 
 
    “I’ll pull over to there.” 
 
    Gabe undid his belt and stood. “I’ll go down through Cargo. Wait until you see me.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Give me a few.” Gabe stepped from the cockpit, as he squatted down to lift the cargo door, he saw his father approach. 
 
    “You refueling?” Tom asked. 
 
    “No, I’m gonna get out, grab the airstairs and work the controls to connect the jet bridge.” 
 
    “What is that?’ 
 
    “The walkway from the plane door to the gate.” 
 
    Tom nodded. ‘Do you need some help?” 
 
    “No, it’ll be faster alone. But … I will need help once we connect. There’s gonna be bodies, Dad, and we need a few hands to make sure the gate areas are clear.” 
 
    “I’ll gather a few people.” 
 
    Gabe lifted the hatch. “Make sure one of them is my brother.” 
 
    Tom smiled. “You know it.” 
 
    Gabe began to descend the ladder. He looked up once more to his father, then finished climbing down. 
 
    Taking the route he did the last time they landed, Gabe made his way to the cargo door and opened it. He secured and lowered the roll out ladder, then carefully took each rung until he reached the pavement of the apron. 
 
    He didn’t feel quite as rushed as he did the last time. But he still knew there were time constraints. He had to get the stairs, get to the jet bridge and connect it. Clear the bodies, if any, at the gate and not to mention he had to refuel. 
 
    As he made his way across the apron, he visually checked for the fueler. It was dark and hard to see. He’d have to find a spotlight to get it down. If Gene was right, he could take his time and wait, but Gabe didn’t want to do that. 
 
     There was too much to do. 
 
    Even though Gabe needed time to stop, he didn’t want to. Stopping made him think. Think about his girlfriend and most of all his mother. 
 
    Twice he tried to call her and it only rang, going to voicemail. 
 
    Deep inside, Gabe knew he wasn’t so lucky as to have them survive. 
 
    He could hope. 
 
    But he wasn’t going to forget them, like a character in some apocalypse movie. The event destroys the world and they just keep going. 
 
    Before Gabe could move on, once everything was safe, he would go back to Fort Collins and find his mother and girlfriend. He needed to see them one last time and say goodbye. As hard as it would be emotionally, he would do that. 
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    Before Owen even reached the end of the jet bridge, he could hear them. 
 
    The slot machines. 
 
    The automatic music programmed to play and draw people in. 
 
    In an empty, dead terminal the sound was loud. 
 
    For a minute he fantasized that all was fine, that he would emerge to see people playing slots. 
 
    They, the ‘body’ crew from Flight 3430 would look like some sort of lost, motley crew. Arriving to normalcy after some sort of sci-fi event. Like the characters in Langoliers. 
 
    He thought about that Stephen King book a lot. Especially after landing on the dark runway. The extreme quiet all around was just eerie and frightening. 
 
    The only difference was they weren't back in ‘yesterday’ they were in the present and the world wasn’t empty, it was just dead. 
 
    He was realistic enough to know, slot machines or not, that was what they were going to face. 
 
    Delaney insisted on joining the clean-up team. Tom told her to stay back, but she wanted to go. Stating she had the most experience with the dead. 
 
    There were five of them clearing bodies. 
 
    Owen, his father, Gabe, Delaney and Gary. 
 
    While his brother prepared and connected the jet bridge, the captain made the announcement they had landed and would disembark as soon as the bridge was ready. 
 
    He told them they may or may not see things that were disturbing, and to do their best to focus on rest. To take their time to recuperate if they could from the emotional turmoil everyone was experiencing. 
 
    They would stay long enough to refuel, re-energize, then they’d leave again, hopefully for a place that would be permanent. 
 
    He was honest and transparent. No one knew when the eruptions would end for good. 
 
    He stayed behind with the flight crew and passengers. Owen’s father told the captain they’d be as fast as they could, but they didn’t know what was ahead of them. 
 
    “Listen,” Delaney squeezed through and stopped the group just before they reached the end of the jet bridge. “What we know is if anyone is in this terminal, at the gates, they passed away at least ten hours ago. They are going to be in active rigor mortis. Despite what you have seen in the movies, they won’t be easy to move. I just want you guys prepared.” 
 
    Gabe asked. “Are they gonna smell?” 
 
    “They probably will start. It’s pretty warm on this bridge, let’s hope, along with the power the AC is still on.” 
 
    Gary nodded. “We need to focus on moving bodies out of the immediate area, and any bathrooms nearby, along with the food places. We'll set a perimeter and clear it.” 
 
    “There are others,” Tom added, “On the plane that said they’d help if we need it.” 
 
    “Captain said,” Gabe spoke up, “This isn’t a busy terminal, so maybe we’ll luck out.” 
 
    “Let’s hope,” Delaney replied. 
 
    To Owen it was a strange irony that his brother would use such wording as ‘luck’ in Vegas. But like the last time Owen was in Vegas fourteen years earlier for his twenty-first birthday, luck wasn’t there. 
 
    They emerged from the bridge to the gate area and opened the door. 
 
    Two airline employees lay on the floor in a roped off section by the counter. 
 
    The gate was empty, no passengers were in the seats. But the gate was one of many and in the area at the edge of the gate were slot machines. 
 
    A man sat at one, his hand on the button, head forward against the screen of the machine. 
 
    Another woman lay on the floor by him. 
 
    The captain and Gabe were right, it wasn’t busy and there weren’t that many bodies, but there were bodies nonetheless. 
 
    They talked about moving them, but they hadn’t decided where. 
 
    Another gate? It couldn’t be too far. 
 
    They didn’t think that far ahead. At least Owen hadn’t. 
 
    It was obvious Gary and his father had. 
 
    “I’ll go see if I can find a luggage or security cart,” Gary said. “Gabe, you want to come with me? You’d know where to find them better than anyone.” 
 
    “Sure. Sounds good.” 
 
    Owen looked at his father. “Where …” 
 
    “We’ll start making a removal plan,” Delaney called out as they walked away. 
 
    “Dad?” Owen questioned. “Where are they going?” 
 
    “Oh, to find a luggage carrier or security cart,” Tom replied. “Or wheelchair. Something we can use to move the dead.” 
 
    Owen acknowledged that, sort of. Hands on hips he nodded. “And move them where?” 
 
    “Out of the way,” Tom answered. 
 
    “Out of sight,” Delaney added. “So people can relax, decompress.” 
 
    Everyone but Owen seemed to be in a focused mindset of moving bodies as if they were just going in and cleaning up after a party. 
 
    Give the illusion that all was fine and normal. 
 
    But it wasn’t. 
 
    Slot machines singing musical tunes, the smell of death and burnt coffee filled the air. 
 
    They had been in the air for so long, the event that occurred below seemed like a nightmare. But landing wasn’t waking them up to a better place. 
 
    It was still a nightmare. 
 
    Bodies out of the way and out of sight were still multitudes of bodies and to Owen at least, they would never be out of mind. 
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 Gainesville, FL 
 
      
 
    With one good push, Alex Armenov rolled his chair across the lab floor to Warren’s computer station. Not that Armenov was a lazy man, he could just get there faster in the chair, then getting up with his bad knee. 
 
    The previous several hours had been a shit show, nature bound and determined to hit that reset button as best as it could. 
 
    Nothing was making sense, estimates and predictions were as off as the weatherman on the local stations. 
 
    Predictions came down to the last minute and that was dangerous. 
 
    As far as the methane eruptions, the west of the United States seemed to be stabilized. But Armenov knew it wasn’t for long. According to Gene Taylor only a few hours. Armenov wasn’t all that sure at first whether there would be more eruptions out west or not. He thought perhaps it was done there. The readouts he was getting from Billings and the old Nevada nuclear testing site were relatively calm and close to normal. They hadn’t changed in hours and that hadn’t happened since before the chain reaction event. 
 
    As the clock ticked by, the levels in Nevada and Texas began to rise, slowly, but they still climbed. 
 
    Armenov had just took a sip from his sixth cup of coffee when Warren, with a wavering worried voice, called out, “Professor A, you need to see this. And hurry.” 
 
    In a swift movement, and rolling thunderous sound of wheels on the flooring, Armenov was shoulder to shoulder with Warren. 
 
    Warren was watching three computer screens, and it could have been anything. But it was the East Coast, of that Armenov was certain, because Warren had the east. 
 
    He thought for sure the young grad student was going to inform him of some immediate spike in the methane, another budding storm surge or a buoy from the NOAA was putting out a bizarre reason. 
 
    Armenov expected to ask for an explanation on what he was seeing, instead, as soon as he arrived, he knew. 
 
    He didn’t need Warren to explain any numbers, it was clear, or at least it seemed to be. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” Armenov asked. 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “Shit.” With another push, Armenov rolled back to his station and lifted his phone, dialed and put it to his ear. He cocked back some, confused and looked at it. “Warren are the phones down because of the incoming storm?” 
 
    Warren picked up his phone. “I got a signal.” 
 
    Armenov looked at his phone. “I do, too.” He tried the call again, only this time he placed it on speaker. He watched the screen of his phone read that the call was dialing, then it stopped and the call was dropped. “Warren see if you can make any calls.” 
 
    Warren immediately dialed. “It’s ringing,” he said. “Oh, hey, Bev, just checking the phone. Okay, thanks.” He hung up. “Are you calling Director Diel?” 
 
    “Trying. It won’t go through.” 
 
    “Maybe the towers are down, if power went it is possible. Try a landline.” 
 
    “Good idea, I guess I’m just not thinking.” 
 
    It wasn’t a number he dialed often, if at all, and Armenov, hating to take the time to do it, had to look up the number for the Reston USGA office. He wasn’t even sure he’d get a person or what the right extension was. He’d give it a try. He had to get through to Susan. After finding the number and calling he realized he didn’t need to know the correct extension. 
 
    Like with the cell call to Susan, the call to the landline didn’t ring. Instead it gave a weird busy signal for a few second before disconnecting. 
 
    Armenov would keep trying, but he knew, deep down, no matter how important and vital it was, there was no getting through to Susan. The window of opportunity to communicate closed before they even had a chance. 
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 Reston, VA 
 
      
 
    It was her family and Susan wasn’t putting the responsibility or relying on anyone but herself to get them to safety. Although she had to rely on the pilot to fly her there. 
 
    Nineteen people were in the specialty room at a BSL lab next to the Institute. 
 
    A safe room brilliantly expediated to house those that could get in there before the eruption. When her assistant director received word from Susan, she immediately came up with the idea. Susan was beyond grateful. 
 
    She had her husband Bill and her three young children moved there before the levels rose sharp and fast. A guilt she carried with her because so many on the ground and Reston weren’t privilege to a warning that would help them stay alive. 
 
    She thought it was timed perfectly, but things didn’t always go as predicted. Following the time frame given by Gene and confirmed by Armenov, Susan had what she believed was four hours to make the flight, get transportation, grab her family and get back on the plane. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    Murphey’s law kicked in. 
 
    Just in case, because Susan always had a backup, she brought along a Self-Contained Breathing Apparatus for her and the pilot. Giving them a half hour to get to the safe room should things go wrong. 
 
    Upon landing, things were going too well, Susan should have known, Murphy's Law and all. 
 
    They took a truck from the apron and made it to Reston Rentals, grabbing a shuttle bus. Between the truck and van they had enough space for everyone. 
 
    No sooner did they secure the van, four miles from the institute, Susan got the warning. 
 
    Another eruption was imminent. 
 
    They had enough time to get to the institute, arriving there before needing the masks. 
 
    It was awesome to see her children. They raced to her, slamming bodily into her arms. Her youngest daughter, Maddy, who was only three didn’t understand all that was going on. She just wanted her mother and Susan was fine with that. 
 
    Her older children, though still young and under ten, were indifferent. They were emotionally resilient. 
 
    It was only a few hours and they’d be able to leave, get on the plane and head to Gainesville. 
 
    She spent those hours in the safe room, holding her family and grateful they didn’t have to go through another eruption episode without her. 
 
    There was no call or text from Gene or Armenov that it was safe. As the hours ticked, Susan wondered what the issue was. Had the levels not dropped after four or five hours like the other times? 
 
    It was Bishop, the tech at the institute that found the readouts and claimed it safe. 
 
    Then as they gathered their belongings, rushing to get from the building, the power went out. 
 
    It was local because the backup generators immediately came on. Not enough power though to keep the oxygen flowing. 
 
    They lucked out. 
 
    It was safe and time to leave. 
 
    As one large group they moved from the basement hall up the stairwell.  
 
    With not much light to guide them, Susan turned on her phone’s flashlight. That was when she saw there wasn’t a signal.  
 
    “Anyone have a signal?” 
 
    No one really answered her. It was as if her question was inane during that tense time of leaving. 
 
    Once they emerged from the stairwell, Susan followed Bishop as he led the group down a hall and through the main lobby. 
 
    She stopped at the reception desk. 
 
    “Sue,” Bill, her husband grabbed her arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “I need to make sure we have time.” She reached for the phone. “I need to call Gainesville.” 
 
    Bishop back stepped and approached her, speaking low. “It doesn’t matter. We won’t survive another eruption. The power is down. No oxygen pumping. We have to go now.” 
 
    Scientifically, Susan knew there wasn’t a rush. The levels had returned to normal; it would need at least an hour before they would rise anywhere near eruption levels. 
 
    They’d be at the airport and on the plane long before an hour passed. 
 
    Yet, a certain amount of worry hit Susan the moment the large group emerged outside. 
 
    In the five hours they had been in the institute, the sky not only grew dark, the temperature had dropped and it was loud outside. 
 
    A deep howling carried in the air, one that sounded like a violent windstorm, however only a steady light breeze blew about and a mist pelted her in the face, reminding her of the time she went to Niagara falls. 
 
    “Get the kids on the van,” Susan told her husband. 
 
    “Where are you going?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “Sue.” 
 
    She ignored him and sought out the pilot who waited by the pickup. “Can you fly in this weather?” she asked him. 
 
    “I don’t really have a choice,” he replied. “Do I? Besides it’s not dangerously windy yet and it’s not raining too hard. If it doesn’t get worse, we’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Let’s move them out quickly, just in case,” Susan said. 
 
    The pilot nodded. 
 
    Susan knew she was the one that would drive the van. Before getting in the driver’s seat she told Bill to keep the kids away from the window. There was a lot they shouldn’t see as they drove. 
 
    Cars abandoned, people on the roadways dead. 
 
    At least it was dark. 
 
    Even as they safely pulled from the institute, Susan couldn’t shake the chill or the doomed feeling she felt in her chest. 
 
    There was something ominous about the night, and she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. It felt weird, the air, the sound, she had never heard the low hum of a storm in the distance. 
 
    They made it to Dulles Airport in under twenty minutes, taking the back road to the maintenance entrance and speedily driving across the grounds to the edge of the runway where their plane was parked. 
 
    The mobile staircase was attached and the door was open, just how they left it. 
 
    When Susan stepped from the van, she knew whatever killer storm brewed wouldn’t be long. The sky lit up with lightning, and seconds later came the fierce crash of thunder. 
 
    The pilot rushed to her. “I’m headed in, getting things ready. Get them aboard. We have to take off, fast.” 
 
    Susan nodded her understanding, as she waved her arm, guiding people from the van to the plane. 
 
    “It’s two miles away, Mama,” Brandy her nine year old daughter said. 
 
    “What?” Susan asked confused, trying desperately to just get people to hurry from the van and onto the plane, while trying to hear her daughter over the deep demonic wind sound. 
 
    “Two miles,” Brandy repeated. “You taught me. Count the seconds after the lightning, divide by five and that’s how many miles away the storm is.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Susan shielded her eyes, the fine mist still falling steadily. She turned to Bill. “Get the kids on the plane.” 
 
    Bill nodded and lifted Maddy into his arms, resting the girl on his hip. He took Brandy by the hand and seven year old Stephen stayed close. 
 
    She watched them get to the staircase and Susan looked up. It didn’t make sense. Lightning, thunder, wind and mist, yet, she could still see stars in the sky. Where were the storm clouds if it was only a couple miles away? 
 
    Susan took that as a good sign. Clear skies. Safe flying. 
 
    She made it up the staircase before the last of the people, and from the doorway, like a volunteer flight attendant, moved the remainder of the people hurriedly into the cabin of the plane. 
 
    The engines fired up and whirled. As the last person entered, the pilot emerged from the cockpit. 
 
    “I have the door,” he said. “Go sit. Tell people to buckle up. We won’t waste time. I don’t see it, but I can feel a hell of a storm.” 
 
    “I know. Thank you, I’ll tell them.” Susan stepped away, looking over her shoulder as the pilot secured the door and quickly returned to the cockpit. 
 
    As she walked down the aisle, she called out, “Please buckle up, we are taking off. Make sure you’re buckled.” 
 
    She spotted Bill and the kids seated midway. He held Maddy on his lap. Brandy was in the middle seat and Stephen in the middle. 
 
    The row behind them was empty. Susan took Maddy from Bill, gave a reassuring smile to her children and husband and took a seat in the row behind them. 
 
    She set Maddy in the middle seat and took the one by the window. No sooner did her rear touch the seat, the plane started moving. 
 
    The pilot wasn’t kidding. He wasn’t wasting any time. 
 
    Through the corner of her eye the lightning flashed and brightened everything. Quickly she buckled and secured Maddy’s belt, then her own as the plane picked up speed. 
 
    “Is it okay, Mommy?” 
 
    “Yes, baby.” She clenched Maddy’s hand. “It’s fine.” 
 
    The plane moved faster, then turned some, Susan guessed to get on the actual runway. 
 
    That gave her a sense of relief. 
 
    Not long, they’d be in the air. 
 
    Lightning flashed again and her eyes shifted to the window. 
 
    The plane moved faster, plowing down the runaway. 
 
    Holding her daughter’s tiny hand, views focused out the window, the lightning flashed again. Suddenly, an area lit by the moon was completely dark. 
 
    It looked like the night swallowed everything around them. 
 
    Nothing but black. 
 
    Susan was certain the storm clouds moved in until the lightning lit everything again. The long bright flash of light showed Susan it wasn’t a storm. The dark of the night didn’t encompass things and it wasn’t clouds. 
 
    It was water. 
 
    A huge wall of water. 
 
    It barreled their way, the brightness from the lightning afforded her the opportunity to see, even if only briefly, a huge ship in the wave that headed their way. 
 
    She wanted to scream ‘oh my God’, but she didn’t want to alert anyone. 
 
    The plane was moving, fast. 
 
    Go. Go. Go, she beckoned in her mind. 
 
    The pilot could do it. He could get them off the ground before the water arrived. 
 
    The speed in which the plane moved told her they were close to take off. 
 
    It was tense, her heart raced. She felt as if she were in some action movie in a race against time. 
 
    Her eyes went from the window to her daughter, then back to the window. 
 
    She squeezed Maddy’s hand so tight, then exhaled in relied when she felt the plane lift off. 
 
    Susan had been holding her breath, she exhaled when she felt the plane begin to rise. 
 
    Her relief was short lived. 
 
    “Mommy?” 
 
    Susan turned her head to her daughter. 
 
    CRASH. 
 
    The water slammed into the plane with such force they were like the baseball and the water was the bat. 
 
    The plane didn’t flip. 
 
    The force caused a quick impact jolt to the left then sailed the plane hard to the right. 
 
    She grabbed for Maddy, at the same time, she saw her husband and son shoot to the other side of the plane. Susan couldn’t look, she closed her eyes tight not wanting to see them hit anything. 
 
    Horrified screams filled the cabin of the plane, and Susan clutched her youngest daughter for dear life. The plane flipped to the side and a thunderous crack rang out. It was deafening, causing her ears to ring and Susan to open her eyes. 
 
    Maddy screamed long and shrill. A child’s cry out in fear. 
 
    The front part of the plane snapped off like a twig, shooting off a split second before the water rushed in. 
 
    Susan closed her eyes again and just held her child.  
 
    There was nothing else left to do. 
 
    In the last moments of her life, Susan held on to one of her life’s most precious commodities. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN – FROM A DISTANCE 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Las Vegas, NV 
 
      
 
      
 
    The three hour stretch of sleep seemed like a full night to Gabe. He didn’t realize how tired he was and would have sworn, he never would have passed right out, stretched across two chairs in gate twenty-two. 
 
    The last they spoke to Gene, they had a good bit of time before they had to leave. Gabe and Jeff decided to let people rest as long as possible, grab food and then they would take off with enough time to spare. 
 
    With the power still being on, it gave them options for food and beverages. There weren’t that many bodies in the terminal, like Jeff had said, it was a rarely used one so that didn’t linger against Gabe’s appetite. 
 
    Actually, he was starving. Once calmed, his stomach twisted in hunger pains. It had been twenty-four hours since he had eaten. 
 
    He and Owen hit the sub shop, making a monstrous sandwich with the still fresh luncheon meats. His father didn’t eat much, that worried Gabe and his father also was drinking quite a bit. That too worried Gabe because he was the drinker in the family not his father. 
 
    Gabe knew a lot about liquid courage and since his father had to always be the strong one, he knew his father was hiding his worries behind a bottle. 
 
    Gabe was one of the last ones awake. His body was exhausted, his mind spinning through all he had learned about the plane. He was used to sleeping with white noise, but somehow the steady automatic playing of the slot machine music acted like white noise and he drifted off. 
 
    That same noise woke him. But it was louder and ringing a bit more. 
 
    Someone made coffee, he could smell it. He stretched the kinks out of his back, saw the time, felt refreshed and stood. 
 
    A café stand was a mere ten feet from where Gabe rested, and Trevor from the flight, stood there with Gary sipping coffee. 
 
    “Is that up for grabs?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Trevor said. “We were just talking about the time frame.” 
 
    “Shit.” Gabe paused in getting his coffee and checked his phone. “Let me make sure. Because I don’t have any messages.” 
 
    He quickly sent a text to Gene asking how much time they had. 
 
    Gene replied just as fast that they had a little under three hours. Levels were starting to rise. 
 
    “We have time,” Gabe held up his phone. “I’d say we start rounding people in an hour, get them on the plane and we can take off with plenty of time.” He poured a cup of coffee and took a sip. “Is my dad up? Have you seen him?” 
 
    Gary pointed. 
 
    Gabe turned following the direction of the point. 
 
    He saw the cloud of cigarette smoke in the center area, then he saw his father. He sat at a slot machine, a coffee in one hand and a cigarette dangled from his mouth. 
 
    After telling Trevor and Gary thanks, Gabe walked over. As soon as he did, the machine went nuts with music, animated coins erupted on the screen. 
 
    “Damn, again,” Tom said. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “Oh, hey Gabe. How about this? I got the major jackpot. Again. Wouldn’t happen if the world didn’t go to shit. Who needs money?” 
 
    Gabe chuckled. “How long have you been …” he paused when he saw how much money his father had won. “Dad, that’s eight thousand dollars.” 
 
    “I know, right. Three hours, I kept hitting. I upped my bet to play it down and … look. I’m winning. But … money isn’t going to be any good for a while. Other things will be.” 
 
    “I concur.” Gabe sat down at the machine next to his father. He took another sip of his coffee. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Have you thought about what’s next?” 
 
    “You mean after I am done playing or in general with life??” 
 
    “After everything.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty open-ended question, Gabe,” Tom said. “After Gainesville?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Well, that’s easy. I got you and your brother, I’m good. I’ll do whatever you want to do. Stay in Gainesville or not. To be honest though, I was hoping there’d be a way to get to Gene. I hate to think of him in Billings, just stuck there. Make plans, you know, before everything shuts down and it will. I mean phones.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gabe replied. “I think we should get Uncle Gene. Unless he thinks Billings is the place to stay.” 
 
    “That’s an option.” 
 
    “But I was thinking, after it all settles, and it will according to Uncle Gene. After that, I’d like to go back to Fort Collins. Find mom and Casey, I know … I know the chances of them being alive are slim. But I need to. I need to say goodbye.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “I think that’s a great idea. I think you need that. We all do. We need to go home, resolve things. Who knows, maybe Fort Collins was spared, right?” 
 
    “We won’t know until we go.” 
 
    “How would we do that?” 
 
    “Well …” Gabe tilted his head. “I know how to fly and am learning that 737. We don’t need anything that big, but once the world is safe, hell, we have a year’s worth of fuel stockpiled at airports across the country. We’re good. Unless the government is up and running and nixes that stuff.” 
 
    “You know I highly doubt that.” Tom glanced at his slot machine. “Somehow your skill will be a commodity. Amongst other things. Things that are more important than money, that we can get.” 
 
    “You talking about doing a sort of king pin in the apocalypse sort of thing?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Maybe … I always wanted to start my own business.” 
 
    Gabe laughed. “Let me think on it.” 
 
    “We’ll ask your brother. Speaking of which …” 
 
    Gabe saw it on his father’s face. The pleasant look dropped fast and Gabe spun around. 
 
    Owen moved quickly to them. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tom asked. 
 
    “She’s gone.” 
 
    “Who?” Tom questioned. “Who is gone?” 
 
    “Delaney,” Owen said. “I went to wake her and she wasn’t there.” 
 
    “She’s probably in the bathroom,” Tom said. 
 
    “I knocked.” 
 
    Tom huffed. “There are a number of rest rooms, Owen, she probably went to one for privacy.” 
 
    “Dad, she’s not here.” 
 
    “She’s here,” Tom stated and stood. “We’ll just look for her. But trust me … she’s not gone.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s gone,” Trevor the flight attendant said. “I looked in every bathroom.” 
 
    “We called her name over and over,” Gabe said. “You don’t think someone did something to her, do you?” 
 
    Jeff looked down at his watch. “As much as I hate to say this. We have spent twenty minutes looking for her. We need to go.” 
 
    Owen looked at him. “We have an hour. We can look some more.” 
 
    “That is only an estimate,” Jeff argued. “Right now we’re safe. Who knows when things will go bad again.” 
 
    “I get that,” said Owen. “I do. But she has been a huge help. We can’t just say, ‘we can’t find her, oh, well, let’s just go and abandon her.’” 
 
    Gary spoke up. “We have spent a lot of time searching this airport. Has anyone thought about the possibility that she left the airport?” 
 
    “And go where?” Owen said. “She’s not from around here. Who does she know?” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Tom said with discovery. “I know where she is.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Jeff looked torn. He scratched his head and grumbled. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “We have an hour,” said Owen. “Give me forty-five minutes to see if my father is right.” 
 
    “You really think you can go out there, find her and get back here so we can take off in forty-five minutes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Owen nodded. 
 
    “Son, it’s not feasible,” Jeff said. “It’s a hundred degrees, one hell of a walk for you unless you find transportation and even then, forty-five minutes. You want me to put the lives of a hundred and forty people at risk so you can find this woman. She left. I know it’s cold, but she left on her own accord. So … she should be on her own. Did it occur to you that maybe she doesn’t want to be found?” 
 
    Owen looked at Gabe. “She’s not in the right frame of mind. She lost her family, like all of us. I can’t … I can’t abandon her.” 
 
    Trevor the flight attendant spoke up. “After losing everything, I am willing to bet she wants to be left alone. Let her go. This is the destiny she wanted.” 
 
    “I can’t accept that,” Owen said. “Again, she’s not in the right frame of mind. She can’t be.” 
 
    “You don’t know her,” said Trevor. “None of us do. None of us know anyone. Why do you feel so strongly about a stranger?” 
 
    “A survivor,” Owen said. “Something fucked up happened to this world and there aren’t that many of us left, I am not giving up on anyone. I’d look for you.” Again, he faced his bother. “Gabe?” 
 
    “I go where you go,” Gabe said. “You want to look. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Me, too,” said Tom. 
 
    “I’m in,” Gary stated. 
 
    “Fine.” Jeff tossed out his hands. “But I tell you this, I have too many lives counting on me to get them to Gainesville. You aren’t back in forty-five minutes, I take off.”  
 
    Owen nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “Good,” Jeff said. “You have forty-five minutes. But son, please, don’t let your attempt at valor be your death sentence. Like you said, there aren’t that many of us left, your life matters, too.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Naval Operations Support Center - Billings, MT 
 
    Hearing Wiley utter the words, ‘I think our threat has passed.’ Didn’t make Gene feel any better, he had other things on his mind. 
 
    Tom and his sons. 
 
    “Focus on Vegas,” Gene told Wiley. “We need to focus on Vegas and that region.” 
 
    The truth was, both Gene and Wiley both knew it was a matter of time, less than an hour or two before another eruption. More than likely it would be the last, but would they get out of Vegas in enough time. 
 
    Eventually the world would release all the pent of methane it had been harboring. Some areas faster than others and Gene already saw that in his own readings near Billings. After the final eruption, the high levels were gone. They showed no signs whatsoever of returning to the prior climbing levels. Everyone in Billings but him and Wiley were gone. At least from what he could see and hear. 
 
    The dead silence confirmed Billings was a dead town. 
 
    Gene put the warning out, but too many didn’t reach for oxygen, they reached for their car keys thinking they could outrun it. 
 
    There was no outrunning it, just like Gene tried to tell Tom. 
 
    For as much as Gene cringed and disagreed about the move to go search out a woman the Foster men had met on a plane, chastise them about the irresponsibility of their heroic efforts, he couldn’t. Because it didn’t surprise him one bit. 
 
    He didn’t put it past Tom, nor did he put it past his lifelong friend to tell his sons to go. 
 
    Knowing the boys, they weren’t leaving their father. 
 
    Gene told them to be careful and make a plan, find a way that if they couldn’t get out of Vegas before it turned dangerous, they needed to find a way to breathe. 
 
    There was a fourth man with them, Gary the fire fighter. He conveyed through Gabe that he had an idea, but it wasn’t a long term one. 
 
    Tom was confident that they would return to the plane before it took off, there was no doubt in Tom’s mind. 
 
    Gene wished he was as confident. 
 
    Wiley, however had no doubt that they’d make it back to the airport. 
 
    “I have been to Vegas dozens of times. Tom knows the hotel, knows the floor, all they have to do is find transportation and they make it. Trust me.” 
 
    Gene did. But not on that. His gut screamed for Tom to get a Plan B. 
 
    Just because they knew the hotel, didn’t mean this woman was there. It was a guess on Tom’s part. And Neither Tom nor his sons said what they would do if they got to the hotel and she wasn’t where they thought. 
 
    Would they give up, keep looking or leave? 
 
    Time truly was of the essence. 
 
    Gene immediately went to where they could go. 
 
    Where was the closest place that was safe. 
 
    The problem was they could only gauge safety on areas they knew and monitored. For all they knew, a lot of the country was still alive and well. 
 
    If that was the case, however, would there be some sort of news from somewhere. Something on social media. 
 
    The internet was slow but still running in Billings and the last post Gene saw was a day before. 
 
    He had taken a walk to clear his mind and to shake his nerves. After grabbing a couple iced teas and chips from a convenience store, he returned to the center and to Wiley. 
 
    Gene’s eyes were glued to his phone, having just sent a text to all three Taylor men asking what was happening and waiting for a response. 
 
    “I guess they are out there,” Gene said as he walked in. “Are levels in Vegas okay?” 
 
    “From what I am getting,” Wiley answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “They must be busy, they haven’t gotten back yet. Then again, I just sent the texts now …” Gene paused. It registered to him that something was off about Wiley’s tone. It was soft, almost depressed. When he looked up he saw that Wiley’s expression confirmed that. “What’s going on?” he asked Wiley. “Please don’t tell me there’s more bad news.” 
 
    “It’s like being dropped in the ocean during a violent storm, and saying, ‘here comes a wave’ and then being totally shocked by that.” 
 
    “I truly don’t understand what that means.” 
 
    “We’re in a storm, me giving you a lightning report shouldn’t come as a surprise. So I’m saying me giving more bad news shouldn’t be a surprise, you should expect it.” 
 
    “Christ.” Gene pulled out a chair and sat down. “What?” 
 
    “Speaking of water.” 
 
    “We weren’t talking about water.” 
 
    “I was, you know, the ocean, a storm.” 
 
    “What the hell, Wiley?” 
 
    Wiley placed his hands on the keyboard and clicked, bringing up an image. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Gene asked. 
 
    “The northern east coast. Storm surges, and they’re going to get worse. From satellite images water has come inland, about two hundred miles.” He turned his head to Gene. “Reston is gone.” 
 
    “We expected that.” 
 
    “Yeah, well we didn’t expect Susan to be there. She went to get her family.” 
 
    “Maybe she got out. Last we talked to Gainesville, she was safe.” 
 
    Wiley nodded.  
 
    “What is Gainesville saying?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? They don’t know?” 
 
    “No, I mean nothing. I can’t get a hold of anyone there.” 
 
    “In Gainesville?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Last image showed Florida wasn’t submerged, but the storm front is bad.” 
 
    Gene sucked in his bottom lip as he inhaled. “I’m going to believe communications are just down. They’re down. Susan is fine. Gainesville is fine. We can’t lose everything. We just can’t.” 
 
    His eyes cast upward to the monitor. 
 
    Gene wanted more than anything to believe the words he spoke. The logical and scientific side of him believed in those words, but his heart felt differently. 
 
    The fight for life and devastation wasn’t over. They weren’t done losing … not yet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN – EARLY FLIGHT 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Las Vegas, NV 
 
      
 
    Firehouse Number Eleven was a bust. Not that Gary claimed to know where every single fire station was in Vegas, nor did they have time to check them all. The internet was still running which enabled GPS and for the group to search out the fire stations that were located on the way to the hotel north of the strip. They needed to get the Self Contained Breathing Apparatuses, just in case. The first station, Number nine had eight masks. They didn’t need eight masks but they needed the canisters. They were able to get ten, but one was empty. He didn’t let any of them know that, he just tucked it in his bag. 
 
    He conveyed that he had hope they’d find more at another station, but that was a bust. 
 
    There were only masks. 
 
    “Someone cleaned this out,” Gary said. “I thought that was the case in the last station because there were none on the trucks or in storage.” 
 
    “So someone else is alive?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Were,” Gary said. “They’d be out of air by now and they wouldn’t know another eruption was coming unless they had contact with someone.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they did,” Tom said. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    They loaded back into the cab they retrieved from the airport. It hadn’t been running when the event hit. Parked on the side, keys in the ignition, driver on the ground on the sidewalk. 
 
    Gabe did the driving. 
 
    “After we find Delaney,” Gary said. “We need to get right back to the airport.” 
 
    “Where are we now as far as time goes?” asked Owen from the back seat. 
 
    “Seventeen minutes in,” Gary answered. 
 
    Owen said. “We have twenty-eight minutes. It takes six to get back to the airport.” 
 
    “Allow ten,” Gabe said. “Just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “If …” Gary said. “If that plane takes off before we get back, we need to find more canisters. Each canister’s only a half hour. It’s gonna take you how long, Gabe, to get a plane and refuel. At least an hour. That’s our air before we’re even off the ground.” 
 
    “I can do it faster, get us enough fuel in the plane,” Gabe said, “To get to Billings. Gene sent a text that’s a safe spot. We get there we’re good and can refuel for Gainesville. Just doing half the tank, that would save us twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Twenty minutes is a canister,” Tom added.  
 
    “I still have to teach you how to switch them,” Gary said. “We need more. Just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “If the plane takes off,” Owen said. “That still gives us time to get to the airport and find a plane before the eruption.” 
 
    “Finding and fueling a plane aren’t the issue,” Gabe stated. “They’re there. I should have refueled one last night just in case. But I was tired and didn’t think. We can get back and do it before the eruption.” 
 
    “The eruptions,” Tom replied. “Aren’t scheduled. We don’t know. It could happen right now. We’re relying on a two minute warning from Gene. And Gary is right, we can’t take a chance. Maybe you boys get to the airport, get the plane and we look for air.” 
 
    Gary shook his head. “We don’t separate. We can’t. This is also assuming we get to the hotel, find Delaney with ease and she’s ready to run out the door.” 
 
    “We can convince her,” Owen said. “I’m positive. I don’t think she’s here to die. She knows another eruption is happening. I think she’ll come.” 
 
    “That’s barring,” Tom added, “We don’t run into any delays getting to the hotel.” 
 
    “What delays could there be?” Owen asked. “I can see it ahead. We’re almost there.” 
 
     The car came to a sudden halt, causing them to jerk when Gabe slammed the brakes. 
 
    Gabe looked at Tom in the front passenger seat then into the mirror, making eye contact with Gary. “We’re not making that plane.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking the side streets seemed like a good idea. Even from the airport they could see the wrecked cars on the freeway overpass. 
 
    The had moved down the secondary roads without incident until they neared the strip. 
 
    Everything didn’t just come to a standstill, it was a disaster. The event happened early in the morning; Owen could only imagine what would have happened if it were later in the day. 
 
    They attributed the lack of cars on the back streets to the early hour, but the cars that were on the roads had to have been traveling at high speeds. That was evident by the way the cars were flipped, slammed into each other and the buildings.  Windshields were busted not from just the accidents, but from the bodies being ejected.  
 
    Grabbing their gear, they left the car, knowing they could get back to it and to the airport with relative ease. 
 
    Walking through it all was like walking a war zone. 
 
    Visions that Owen would never be able to erase from his mind or memory. 
 
    Glass, body parts. As they walked past a corner pawn shop, Owen saw the horrifying sight of remains, two people that were smashed against the exterior wall of the building. Flattened against the brick like swatted flies. They had to have been thrown from a car or struck by one at such a force, that was the only explanation. 
 
    Walking down a block that was a mile’s worth of gruesome heartache. Finally, they turned down a small alley behind the open parking lot of the hotel where they hoped to find Delaney. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Even at a distance Gabe saw the wide glass doors of the hotel open and close constantly, it wasn’t until they were at the rotunda and valet area that he saw the reason. 
 
    A body lay in the archway, only the feet extended out, stopping the doors from closing and causing the doors to go into an infinite cycle. 
 
    It was not the Vegas he expected or knew. 
 
    Thankfully not many cars were in the valet, not a lot of bodies either. 
 
    Unlike at Salt Lake City, where Gabe never saw beyond the airport, Gabe, his brother and father were being given a reality check. 
 
    Gary saw it firsthand, was in the middle of it and merely said, ‘People dropped over and died.’ 
 
    A basic description less any adjectives or emotional comments. A description that gave little to prepare them for what they faced. 
 
    In thinking about it, even if Gary would have shown pictures from his phone, it wouldn’t have prepared him. 
 
    There couldn’t have been more of an accurate description than of people just dropping over. 
 
    He thought about Delaney walking through it all. Being alone. Then again, knowing what she did for a living, she probably was the least bothered by it all. 
 
    On the ground in weird positions, bags to their sides, spilled coffee cups, cigarette smokers, still holding the smoke that had burned down and into the flesh. 
 
    Only a few birds were scattered about dead on the ground. 
 
    Gabe supposed they were the creatures that were smart and able enough to survive. Flying high and up as fast as they could for safety, taking warning from the birds that dropped. 
 
    They were in the desert and the scavenger birds could be heard cawing through the silent city. 
 
    Circling above, finding a body to consume. 
 
    As they neared the door, a loud squawk rang out, the male body in the automatic doors came more into view as did the large black vulture perched at his head. His beak pecked downward, pulling from the face as the bird looked up as if to say, ‘get away he’s mine!’ 
 
    When they neared closer and the doors opened, the large predator shot out. 
 
    It’s wing span huge as it flew over their heads, missing them by mere inches, causing the four men to duck. 
 
    Tom grunted out a soft ‘sick’ sound, turning his head as he stepped into the doors that led into the lobby. 
 
    Gabe, like his father and brother, couldn’t help but glance down to the poor soul who lay there. 
 
    The smell of rotting flesh carried from him and wasn’t any better inside. 
 
    The large lobby with the fountain in the center was strewn with bodies across the marble floor. 
 
    All of them decomposing. Gabe couldn’t image what it would be like in another day. 
 
    It was a catch, the casino connected to the lobby. Visitors and guests would have to walk through to the elevators. A way to entice them to spend their money. 
 
     Like the airport, the slot machines flashed and played their automatic calling noise. 
 
    Not many bodies were in the casino, the ones there were either on the floor by a machine or against it. 
 
    Silently they made their way to the elevator area. The power was still on and Gabe hoped that it stayed that way until they made it up to the floor. It would be a horrible way to die, trapped in there, counting down to the next eruption. 
 
    Just as he had that thought, the ‘ding’ announced the arriving elevator and the doors opened. 
 
    A horrid, putrid odor blasted them exposing three bodies in the carriage. 
 
    Hurriedly, hand covering his mouth, Gary reached in the elevator, withdrew his hand and the door closed. 
 
    He pressed the ‘up’ button and another elevator opened. 
 
    Gabe was prepared for the same scenario, but that one was empty. 
 
    The four of them stepped inside and Tom pressed ‘fifteen’. 
 
    As the doors closed, Gabe let out the breath that he held and hoped his father was right. 
 
    They were running out of time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The second Tom stepped off the elevator and from the elevator lobby to the floor, he knew it was going to be a challenge. 
 
    There were four hallways that extended off the fifteenth floor lobby. 
 
    “What room?” Owen asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. She only said the fifteenth floor,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Jesus, Dad,” Gabe said., “Look how long the hallways are. There has to be a hundred rooms, at least. What do we do?” 
 
    “We call out,” Gary said. “Each take a hall and call out. If she’s on this floor, she’ll hear us.” 
 
    “And if she’s not?” Gabe asked. “Owen?” 
 
    “I … I don’t know.” 
 
    “At what point,” Gabe said. “And I’m not being a dick, but at what point do we say, this was useless.” 
 
    Tom held up his hand. “Before we cross that bridge, let’s cross this one. Gary has a plan. Let’s each take a hall and call out.” 
 
    They all agreed and they spread out. 
 
    Tom took the hall to the right. As soon as he began his walk down the long corridor, he could hear Gabe, Owen and Gary calling out. 
 
    One of them was knocking on doors. 
 
    “Delaney!” Tom yelled. “Delaney, it’s Tom! Delaney!” 
 
    He moved slowly, calling out steadily. 
 
    Halfway down the hall, he heard the unlatching of the door and he stopped. 
 
    Delaney stepped out of a room from the right, about four doors up. 
 
    “Boys, Gary, I found her,” Tom hollered. Almost instantly he could hear their running footsteps. 
 
    “What are you doing, Tom?” she asked. 
 
    “Looking for you.” Tom walked to her. “When we couldn’t find you at the airport, we came looking for you.” 
 
    “How did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “Your app. You told me about it. I figured this is where you came.” 
 
    She nodded, backing into the room, leaving the door open for Tom. 
 
    He waited at the open hotel room door for the others to get there and once they made it from the other hallways, Tom walked it. 
 
    They followed. 
 
    The room wasn’t completely dark, the curtains were open all the way, allowing the sun to shine through. 
 
    A small hallway led in. The room was large, a hybrid between a suite and a room. Immediately there was a couch and chair. A glass top table served as a room divider where the king size bed was on the opposite side. 
 
    He could see the outline of a body, covered by the bedding. 
 
    The room was exceptionally tidy. A suitcase and small gym bag were on the couch. 
 
    “Delaney,” Tom said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too.” She stared at the bed. “I had to see her, you know?” 
 
    “I do.” Tom stepped nearer to her. 
 
    She ran her hand over the outline of the body. “I made a key downstairs. I had the mobile one on my phone.” 
 
    “Delaney,” Owen spoke. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She nodded. “Sad. Very sad. She died in her sleep.” 
 
    Tom looked over his shoulder, the others stayed back. “Listen, I know you wanted to see her. You shouldn’t have left. At least without telling anyone. I don’t mean to sound like I’m scolding.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “But how do you just go on? How do you, me, any of us, just say, ‘those we love are gone’ and not look back? I’m just so confused over that. How do we do that?” 
 
    “We don’t,” Gabe said. “We don’t. we have to have resolution or we’ll never be able to move forward. This was your resolution with your sister. We … we’re gonna find my mom, my girlfriend, and you know what … when all this eruption shit ends, I will go with you to find your family.” 
 
    “We all will,” Tom said. “We have the country to search, empty airports to refuel at. But we have to go.” 
 
    “I know,” Delaney said with an exhale. “Thank you for finding me.” She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and unplugged it. 
 
    “Thank …” Gary paused. “You’re thanking us? So it wasn’t your intention to stay?” 
 
    Delaney shook her head. “I wanted to leave. Look.” She pointed to the couch as she walked toward them. I even packed a small bag. But I was too scared to go back out there. All the death I have seen in my life, that … that’s too much. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to call, but I didn’t have anyone’s number. So I resolved myself to the fact I was going to die in the room with my sister.” 
 
    “Well,” Gary looked down at his watch. “We still have time if we hurry to get to the airport. Ten minutes. Tom can you call the pilot? Tell him we’re on our way.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea.” 
 
    Delaney reached for the small gym bag, “Do you think he’ll wait?” 
 
    “He should. I mean …” Tom paused when he heard the odd musical note. “What was that?” 
 
    Delaney’s eyes widened and she fumbled for the phone. “oh my God, oh my God, oh my God.” She held up the phone. “It’s the app. My brother … my brother is moving. Look Tom.” She showed him the screen. “It says he’s driving. He has his phone.” Her fingers moved fast, calling him. 
 
    Tom lifted his phone as well. 
 
    “Can we please,” Gabe said. “Make these calls as we move?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Damn it.” Delaney pulled her phone down. “It rang twice then went to voice mail.” 
 
    “The pilot’s not answering either …” Tom said. 
 
    “Fuck!” Owen blasted and raced to the window. “There’s why. Apparently, someone didn’t give Jeff, the pilot, the ten minute warning.” 
 
    Mid walk to the door, Tom spun around and hurried to the window as well. It was brief and small, but like Owen he saw the plane taking off in the distance. 
 
    “He left?” Gary asked. 
 
    “He left,” Owen said. “He just left.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Delaney spoke nervously. “You came for me and now look.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Tom said. “We knew it was possible.” 
 
    “Plan B,” Gabe added. “We’re not stuck. We go with plan B. Fuel up another plane and I’ll fly us out. We still have plenty of time before the next eruption.” 
 
    At that second, a four of five text message alerts went off. Everyone reached to look at their phones. 
 
    “It’s me,” Tom said and swiped the screen. His eyes cast down then back up. “Gene. I must not have had a signal. That’s the reason Jeff took off. If I’m calculating right …” he said. “We have eight minutes.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN – RACE AGAINST 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ligonier, IN 
 
      
 
    From the second he emerged from the water, Kyle Davis pretty much knew what had happened. He didn’t need the news or some scientist to tell him, he had it figured out, or at least close. 
 
    The morning before he had been at Lake Tippecanoe. It was actually the third day he had been at the lake. A young boy had drowned, and Kyle, an expert rescue diver was out with his crew searching for the body. 
 
    No matter how many times he had done so, he always felt horrible for the families that stood on shore, watching with worry and hopelessness. The news would give that story that maybe the victim was on shore lost and confused and in the eighteen years he had been doing it, that only happened once. 
 
    More than anything he wanted to give them good news. 
 
    Kyle should have and could have died that morning of the event. It boiled down to his mind thinking quickly and his love of old movies. 
 
    He wasn’t alone in the lake. He was with Jim, another diver, and the two relief divers were on the boat with other rescue workers. 
 
    They had finished the area and were headed to the surface for the other two divers to relieve them when Kyle thought he saw something. Clothing perhaps. 
 
    Jim dismissed it, shaking his head, but Kyle didn’t want to take that chance. 
 
    He communicated to Jim to ‘go on up’ and he just needed a minute to investigate. 
 
    Jim conveyed through signals if Kyle wanted him to stay. 
 
    Kyle shook his head and pointed up, letting him know he’d be right there. 
 
    It was maybe a couple minutes, longer than he thought. Jim was right in the fact that it wasn’t a body, but it was a shirt. A little shirt with stripes. Kyle knew the report stated the boy of five was wearing a plain colored shirt, but there was a chance with all the emotions his parents didn’t remember correctly. 
 
    Once he untangled the shirt, he headed toward the surface, that was when he spotted Jim’s legs. 
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    What the hell? Kyle thought and swam upward. 
 
    When he emerged, he reached for his mouthpiece, but stopped because before his eyes cast upon Jim, he saw the boat. Had it not been for the arm of one of the divers dangling over the side, he would have removed that breathing valve. 
 
    Kyle hesitated. 
 
    Then he saw Jim. 
 
    Jim had his mouthpiece removed, it wasn’t connected to the tank and floated there. His mouth open, eyes bulging.  
 
    Kyle shifted his eyes quickly, from the boat to Jim. He was in the middle of the lake so early no one was around. 
 
    He looked to the shore where the family had been standing, and he didn’t see them. 
 
    Hurriedly, he grabbed Jim, pulling him to the boat. He couldn’t have been dead for more than a minute. There was time, Kyle thought, to perform CPR. 
 
    But when he arrived at the rescue boat, he knew that wasn’t an option. 
 
    Everyone on board was dead. 
 
    Kyle, still in gear and connected to air, pulled Jim on board. 
 
    He had a brief panic moment, wanting to scream seeing his coworkers dead, all looking as if they were gasping. 
 
    To perform CPR meant that Kyle had to remove his mouthpiece, and by the looks at how everyone instantly died, Kyle knew that wasn’t an option. 
 
    Not if he wanted to live. 
 
    One of the first things that crossed his mind was a limnic eruption, on the chance of that, he kept on his tank and mask. 
 
    He drove the boat back to the dock, and as he suspected the family of the little boy all lay on the pier. 
 
    He secured the boat and loaded the four tanks from the boat into his truck. 
 
    Kyle didn’t think he’d need anymore, he just needed to get out of the radius of whatever it was that happened. 
 
    Each tank, using on the surface, gave him a hundred and forty minutes of air. That was plenty to get to a safe area. 
 
    Never in his life did he think he would have to drive his truck, as if he were underwater. Relying solely on mouth breathing. Not able to pick up the phone to call for help or take a drink of water. 
 
    Maybe, he thought, it wasn’t that bad. 
 
    He drove miles and it was the same thing. 
 
    Bodies everywhere, cars just stopped. Dead deer, dogs, cats and birds. The lack of abundance of dead birds told him whatever it was hovered low. Low enough that it didn’t kill all the birds in the sky. 
 
    Every mile was more desperate. 
 
    He even parked the truck to dial 911. He couldn’t reply but they’d track the signal, he thought. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    Kyle worried that he would never be able to take off the tank and would have to think of another way. 
 
    There was electricity, and Kyle pulled into a roadside tavern. That was when he knew it wasn’t just local, it was everywhere. 
 
    The television behind the bar showed two dead newscasters. 
 
    It was shortly after he connected a third tank, he knew it was temporary or there was at least a reprieve, when he saw a bird. It flew down, landing on a body, then another came. 
 
    With a short prayer running through his mind, Kyle removed the mouthpiece. 
 
    He was able to breath, hopefully, long enough to change clothes, chug water, and figure out another way. 
 
    “The birds?” the male voice on the phone asked. 
 
    Contact. 
 
    Kyle had made contact. It took over twenty-four hours to do so, he went into the police station not far from the scuba gear shop and tried. 
 
    He was pretty good with a radio, he knew how to scan frequencies. He did so, right there in that police station. It was quiet in the dead town, it allowed him to hear the loud flocks of birds outside the station and see them fly fast and high. 
 
    They were fleeing for safety. 
 
    Kyle put on the oxygen again. 
 
    He tried again when he saw the birds return. He watched the sky. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah,” Kyle replied. “They are a great warning system. Like a canary in a mine.” 
 
    “That’s true. Oh, wait, hold on buddy. Here he is.” 
 
    The voice changed to another man. “Hello, this is doctor Gene Taylor.” 
 
    “Hey, there Doctor Taylor, I’m Kyle Davis. Your friend said you’re the man when it comes to this stuff.” 
 
    “Not really. Not much better than anyone else,” Gene replied, then laughed. “This is terrific. Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m in Ligonier, Indiana,” Kyle said. “I reached you on radio, but the landlines are still up. Phone is much better.” 
 
    “We have that whole area marked as being hit.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, it was. It seems to come in waves. Deadly for about five hours, Calm for five or six. It’s been calm now for nearly eight hours.” 
 
    “We don’t have any probes in that area. But we’re confident the event is coming to an end. Maybe one more eruption.” 
 
    “I got the birds.” 
 
    “How did you survive?” Gene asked. 
 
    “I work with the Indiana State Police Rescue divers, I was underwater. When I came up, I saw something strange. When I saw the men on the boat and my partner, I knew.” 
 
    “And you didn’t remove your air supply?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “That was very smart and lucky. How did you know it was ongoing?” Gene questioned. 
 
    “You’re gonna think this is strange,” Kyle said. “But I am an old movie buff. Not just old movies, but ones people rarely see. I remembered the movie Last Woman on Earth. Always stayed on my mind since I’m a scuba diver.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar.” 
 
    “Basically, when these folks are scuba diving they emerge and there is no oxygen in the world.” 
 
    Gene chuckled. 
 
    “That’s what happened isn’t it?” 
 
    “In a nutshell, yes, it’s a long explanation.” 
 
    “Is there anywhere safe?” Kyle asked. “Some place I can go?” 
 
    “Nowhere close,” Gene answered. “But if you can hang tight, stay alive the next eight hours or so, we can figure out your next move. Can you do that?” 
 
    “I’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Kyle didn’t have a choice. He didn’t have a choice but to figure things out nor did he have a choice but to trust the stranger on the phone. 
 
    Before they hung up Gene told him about coming up with a plan to either meet up or get him. 
 
    It would work out. 
 
    He didn’t know the man that he spoke to, but Kyle did know Gene was one of the few people that survived and Kyle, unlike the cult classic movie, wasn’t the last man on earth. 
 
    For that he was grateful. 
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 Las Vegas, NV 
 
      
 
    “Stop!” Gary ordered before they stepped into an elevator. 
 
    “We need to go,” Tom said. 
 
    “We need to make sure everyone knows how to put on and use their SCBA,” Gary told him. “This will only take a moment.” 
 
    They all had their masks and Gary gave the fastest explanation he could, telling them, “When you have twenty-five percent left a low air alarm will sound. Keep in mind, use slow breathing, conserve your air. I will help you change canisters.” 
 
    “Dudes, we gotta go,” Gabe said. 
 
    Owen reached and pressed the down button. “So we all have two canisters, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gary replied. 
 
    “No. We’re one shy,” Tom added. “I saw it. One is empty. He has it. With each being thirty minutes, he won’t have enough to hold him “ 
 
    Delaney asked. “Can you do that Buddy breathing thing?” 
 
    Gary shook his head. “No. I mean we can, but it could be deadly if someone doesn’t know how.” 
 
    “We just need to get to the plane,” Gabe said. “If we get there, there’s oxygen in the cockpit.” 
 
    Ding. 
 
    The elevator opened and blasted the foul smell of rotting bodies. 
 
    Gabe held the door. “We don’t have a choice. We have to go down.” 
 
    They all stepped in and over the bodies, taking the elevator to the lobby. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ding. 
 
    The doors were barely open and Owen flew out. The second he did so, he vomited violently. 
 
    He bent half over, trying desperately to control the upheaving. 
 
    It was uncontrollable. How he held it in for so long he didn’t know. 
 
    “We have to move.” Tom grabbed his arm. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With the force of his father’s pull, Owen stumbled over his own feet, nearly falling, before his foot splashed in the puddle of his own regurgitation. 
 
    He wiped his arm across his mouth, eyes watering and barely could think as they all ran out of the hotel. 
 
    The goal, he assumed was to get to the car. They had to go across the parking lot, to the alley and then another block. 
 
    Once they got to the car, then to the airport, it was only a matter of time until they were safe. 
 
    Gabe led the way, running fast. Faster than he realized the rest of them could keep up. 
 
    As they hit the end of the lot where it met the back alley, Gabe stopped running. 
 
    His arms went out and he looked up. 
 
    Owen felt it, the slight rumble of the ground, but it wasn’t that as much as the near violent uprising of birds. Like a freak migration they flew over them. The birds were daring, focused on making an escape. 
 
    That was all Owen needed to see. 
 
    It was happening. 
 
    He felt so vulnerable. His hands shook as he grabbed for the mask. He thought it would be easier, but it wasn’t. Everyone else seemed to get theirs on, but he fumbled with the strap. Suddenly he felt it, the air seemed like sludge and Owen began to panic. 
 
    He put the mask to his face and reached to turn on the oxygen when he felt the hand over his and the oxygen moved against his nose and mouth. 
 
    He gasped, breathing it in. 
 
    Gary fixed Owen’s mask, gave a thumbs up to him, and grabbed his shoulder with a grip of reassurance. 
 
    Owen’s heart raced out of control. Was it that close for him or was it his imagination? 
 
    Gary checked everyone’s SCBAs and when he was done, they walked at a quick pace, not run, to the car. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eight minutes. 
 
    It took eight minutes to get from the car to the airport. 
 
    During that time, Tom remained calm, controlled his breathing, unlike Owen, who out of everyone, breathed faster, and that worried Tom. Especially, since his low air indicator came on. 
 
    Gabe tried to tell everyone not to worry. They only needed to fuel enough to get to Billings and once they got to the airport and on the plane, there was the pilot’s emergency oxygen. 
 
    The only one that seemed concerned they were down one canister was Tom. 
 
    He didn’t show it. 
 
    During that drive he let Gene know they survived the eruption and were on their way to the airport. That he would message again when in the air. 
 
    All that in between checking on Owen. 
 
    Gabe drove through the delivery gate at the airport and drove like a bat out of hell to Terminal C. 
 
    Tom recognized the apron, and the red and white plane, a little smaller than the one they flew for Flight 3430. It was two gates down from where they had their plane parked at C Twenty-Six, attached to the bridge. 
 
    That had to be the one Gabe was talking about taking. 
 
    Tom and Gabe had moved the bodies of the two ticket agents and three people seated at the gate. 
 
    He remembered thinking that the plane was probably getting ready to take off, and a few people, like him and his sons were eagerly early. 
 
    Either that or they ran out of money and had nothing else to do but sit at the airport and wait for their flight. 
 
    Gabe had mentioned he didn’t think many were on the plane, maybe a few flight attendants. 
 
    Gabe and Gary immediately sprang into action when they pulled close to the plane. Both jumped out of the car. Gary retrieved the fuel truck, while Gabe raced for the airstairs rolling them to the other side of the plane that was not attached to the jet bridge. 
 
    He signaled for them to wait while he climbed up. 
 
    Tom watched him pull out the lever on the door, turn it and push it. He secured the stairs and went inside. 
 
    Soon, Gary arrived with the truck, stepped out and run up the stairs. 
 
    Tom looked down at his watch. Six more minutes had passed since they arrived. 
 
    What were they supposed to do? Just wait there? Head up? It was hard to understand anyone, between the sound of his own breathing and the mask of the SCBA. 
 
    He wanted them to hurry, needed them to hurry. 
 
    Time was running out on Owen’s cannister and Tom needed Gary to change it. He wasn’t confident that any of them other than Gary knew how to change the air, especially with how nervous Owen was. When it came to his son’s life, Tom didn’t want to take a chance on anyone touching that cannister but Gary. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Delaney’s heart beat faster and her own breathing increased as it seemed like a lifetime for Gary and Gabe to get out of that plane. 
 
    Her own low air indicator had gone on, she could only imagine that Owen’s was near empty. 
 
    She watched Tom get ready to help Owen change when Gary waved from the door of the plane. 
 
    Like an overprotective father, Tom rushed from the car, holding up the cannister to Gary. 
 
    Again, Gary waved and after indicating they should go first, Delaney stepped aside for them to go up. 
 
    She was on the third step when Gary yanked Owen inside. When she got to the top and inside, Owen was already in the cockpit. She peeked around Tom and Owen wasn’t wearing the SCBA. It looked like he was holding his breath. 
 
    He just had that look. 
 
    It was hard to see everything or how exactly Gary ejected it. But after reaching for the control panel, from the side of the copilot’s chair, Gary pulled out a full face oxygen mask and placed it on Owen. 
 
    It looked like it conformed to his face with suction, like the masks on the SCBAs. Owen’s shoulders dropped some in relief and he gave a thumbs up to her and Tom before sitting down. 
 
    Delaney and Tom inched their way from the cockpit area to the main cabin. 
 
    Gary checked both their tanks. 
 
    “You’re still good. I’ll be back,” Gary said muffled. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Delaney nodded. The plane was different, smaller than Flight 3430. It had a first-class, where the other plane didn’t. The first-class cabin had three seats in a row. A single seat on one side of the aisle, two on the other. Delaney sat in the first row cushy aisle seat and Tom sat in the row next to her in the solo seat. It was hard to sit back with the small tank on her back. That would change once they switched tanks, the replacement cannister wouldn’t be put in the harness, they would  just switch the hoses to the full tanks they held. Tom still carried the canister he intended to use on Owen. Delaney clutched her own like a security blanket. 
 
    Arms wrapped around it, holding it against her chest. 
 
    She kept replaying the fast instructions Gary gave on how it was easy to change. They had what was called a snap connection, for a fast, easy switch. It was a safety feature. Although doing it alone, meant she had to hold her tank. 
 
    Gary had left the plane again, down the air steps. The other door, the one connected to the airbridge was closed. She wished Gary hadn’t left. But he did. He returned only briefly to bring up the black bag with the remaining cannisters, then he left again. 
 
    Sitting there, she thought about how he and Gabe boarded the plane first and for a few minutes. She supposed it was to check and make sure it was clear of bodies. She didn’t see any. Smelling them would come when they took off the mask. 
 
    That would happen when they were off the ground and high in the air. 
 
    It was an invisible killer so it was hard to believe that a threat even existed. 
 
    She leaned to the right, to peek out the window. She saw the fuel truck and assumed Gabe was filling the plane. Moving back to her seat, she tilted her head to try to see into the cockpit and see Owen. She saw his head, it moved left to right like he was looking at things. 
 
    The alarm on Delaney’s air picked up pace and she looked down. She was at five percent. She breathed a lot faster than Tom did, so his probably hadn’t gotten that low yet. 
 
    It was time to change her cannister, she couldn’t take a chance. 
 
    She leaned over and peeked out the window. Saw Gabe returning the fuel line. Was he done? Was there a problem? She wondered. Maybe the plane had already been fueled. More than likely, if the plane was at the gate, it was ready to go. 
 
    Reaching to change her tank, Gary and Gabe returned. 
 
    Gary must have seen her reaching for her tank, because he immediately came over and stopped. 
 
    “I got it,” he said. “Relax.” 
 
    “How’s Tom’s?” she asked. 
 
    Gary tilted his body and peered. “He’s at twenty percent. He has about eight minutes. Let’s change you first.” 
 
    Delaney nodded, relieved, she really didn’t want to change her own canister. Gary was the professional and she’d rather trust it to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Owen could have turned around and looked, but it was easier to watch the tiny eight inch camera monitor on the control panel. Only after he calmed down and knew he was okay. After he realized they’d be off the ground and out of danger soon enough, he saw it. 
 
    The image on the screen was directly outside the cockpit, but a simple turn of a knob brought in the galley and then the main cabin where he saw his father and Delaney in first class. 
 
    He kept switching views. 
 
    Gabe securing the door, then Gary changing Delaney’s canister. 
 
    He watched Gabe stand with their father, before stepping away. They spoke briefly, Owen hadn’t a clue what was said. 
 
    In the midst of Gary changing Delaney’s tank, his dad began to change his own. Owen could see Gary trying to help, but Tom signaled he was fine. 
 
    Then Gary took a seat a couple of rows behind his dad and Delaney grabbed for a canister. 
 
    Owen slightly panicked. 
 
    Gary was changing his own, was Gabe okay? Should he have changed his air. Maybe he did outside and Owen didn’t see. 
 
    Just as he had panicked thoughts of his brother running out of air, Gabe entered the cockpit. 
 
    He released the pilot’s oxygen, then removed his SCBA mask, sat down and placed on the pilot’s oxygen. 
 
    Reaching to Owen, Gabe lifted the headphones from the arm of Own’s chair and showed them to Owen. 
 
    Owen placed them on. 
 
    Gabe adjusted his headset, hands reaching to levers and buttons. 
 
    “You okay, Brother?” Gave asked. “Mask coms are on. Press that little com button if you want to talk so I can hear you.” 
 
    Owen did. “I am. I’m good. You?” 
 
    “Fine. Everything is good. All secure. We ready to roll?” 
 
    “I am,” said Owen. 
 
    “I feel like Ice Man in Top Gun.” 
 
    Owen laughed. “Do you need me to do anything?” 
 
    “Do you know how to fly an ERJ-175?” 
 
    “No,” Owen laughed. 
 
    “Neither do I.” Gabe began to move the plane. 
 
    “Dude, it’s not funny.” 
 
    “I’m not joking.” He looked at Owen. “Let’s hope for beginners’ luck, right?” 
 
    “No. Not right.”  
 
    Gabe laughed. 
 
    Whether his brother was joking or not, it didn’t matter. They had to lift from the ground. What choice did they have? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Gabe’s voice over the speaker was easier to hear than on a full plane, even with the mask and oxygen flowing. He called it Flight 3430 B and they were taking off. He’d turn off the seatbelt sign when they hit thirty-thousand feet and the air was safe. 
 
    She was confident in Gabe, but had no clue that was he wasn’t confident in his own abilities. 
 
    The plane quivered and shook slightly as he barreled down the runway. Like any flight she had ever taken, she grabbed the arm rest and closed her eyes. 
 
    When she felt the plane lift from the ground, she realized she had been holding her breath, the sound of it bounced back at her. 
 
    It wouldn’t be long. Five to ten minutes. 
 
    She was envious of how in control Tom was. Even in the seat across the aisle she could hear his breathing. In ... out. Slow. 
 
    Unlike her, he didn’t have that seat next to him to rest his second tank, it rested on his lap like a toddler. 
 
    He did what was called box breathing. Slow breathing in for a second or two, then holding it before letting it out just as slowly. 
 
    It was hard not to hear him, being right next to her and being a larger man, she could hear him. 
 
    In …. 
 
    Pause. 
 
    Out. 
 
    Pause. 
 
    In … out…. 
 
    In. 
 
    The moment it took longer than a few seconds to hear that exhale, Delaney shifted her eyes and saw Tom’s hand. It gripped the arm rest, knuckles white. 
 
    A flap of her belt, she jumped to her feet and as soon as she stood before him, she heard what she thought was a hiss. 
 
    It was hard to tell with the engine noise. 
 
    Something was wrong, definitely wrong. Tom’s eyes were wide and he wasn’t breathing. 
 
    If his tubing, like she suspected, sprung a leak, then he inhaled the poisonous gas, putting him in an almost instant inebriated, helpless state, rending him unable to fix the hose. 
 
    Gary flew forward not even a second after she did. 
 
    Immediately, he fixed the hose. 
 
    It was too late. Tom didn’t breathe. 
 
    What to do. What to do. 
 
    A split second memory of her inflight autopsy told her the gas was in his lungs, trapped there. She could see his expanded chest. 
 
    Even if it wasn’t in there, free flowing oxygen wasn’t going to be enough to jump start his breathing. He needed to inhale. 
 
    Hurriedly, she felt for a pulse. One was still there. It was faint. 
 
    Delaney knew what she had to do and there was no time to waste. She wasn’t even sure medically it was the thing to do to someone alive, but the alternative was worse.  It was a long shot that she had to try. 
 
    She inhaled the biggest breath she could take into her body and held it. 
 
    Quickly, she unstrapped the suction mask from Tom, tossing it aside, and took off her own. 
 
    Gary blasted, “What are you doing?” 
 
    Hands extended, palms flat, she slammed into his chest, giving on solid push, before opening his mouth, sealing her mouth to his and exhaling every bit of that air she had inside of her into him. 
 
    It took everything she had not to follow instinct and inhale after she delivered that breath. 
 
    Mouth locked to his, she reached out for the mask. 
 
    Gary must have known what she was doing, she saw through the corner of her eyes as he brought the mask in. 
 
    As soon as she felt the plastic touch her cheek, she pulled away. Not before realizing, what she had done … worked. At least she believed it did. 
 
    Tom blinked. 
 
    The exchange was fast. 
 
    Gary had the mask on Tom within a split second of removing her mouth. 
 
    But Delaney was still without air. 
 
    Her own lungs were depleted, and her mask dangled against her hip. For the life of her, she couldn’t get it. It seemed an impossible task. 
 
    The rising plane slanted the flooring and caused her to wobble in her balance. 
 
    I have it. I have it. Delaney frantically thought as her fingers touched her mask., 
 
    Then finally she had it, brought it to her face and once it was sealed, she wheezed in a huge breath. 
 
    It all lasted at most ten seconds, but it felt like a lifetime. 
 
    She plopped back to her seat wanting to cry. 
 
    Exhausted and fearful that maybe everything truly was in vain, she looked to her left. 
 
    Gary was before Tom and then both men turned to look at her. 
 
    Weakly Tom lifted his hand in a thumbs up. 
 
    She exhaled, releasing all tension she held in her body. It was too much. It overwhelmed her. There in that seat, heart racing out of control, for many reasons, Delaney just cried. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN – FULL BUT EMPTY 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Naval Operations Support – Billings 
 
    News of the survivor named Kyle was a happy factor in a forty-eight hour period that was nothing short of emotional annihilation. 
 
    And Gene hadn’t really lost anyone. He didn’t have anyone to lose. He could only imagine what the people out there, the ones that lost everything were going through. 
 
    He felt like a third party monitor. In actuality, he was. 
 
    Kyle would report any more eruptions to Gene, if any. Gene was hopeful they were done. Atmospherically, levels at all of their probe sites and buoys were calm, normal, actually lower than normal. 
 
    It was his hope to find a way to get Kyle out of Ligonier before nightfall. His bird warning system wouldn’t work so well for him then. 
 
    Although Kyle did say he slept with a mask on. 
 
    Getting him out of there was more than possible. Not only did Gene have to divert Flight 3430 from flying to Gainesville, Tom and the boys weren’t long behind. 
 
    “So I estimate,” Wiley said. “The first flight should be here in ninety minutes. I can see them on the app.” 
 
    “What app?” 
 
    “The one that shows where every plane in the sky is.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Yep, there’s two. I honestly don’t think it will be working for very long. I’m surprised we still have power. But …” Wiley set down his phone. “They’ll be here soon. Should we go to the airport and greet them?” 
 
    “Like tourist or family?” 
 
    Wiley shrugged. 
 
    “I think we need to focus more on where to put them and what to do.” 
 
    “Plenty of food out there.” 
 
    “Plenty of bodies,” 
 
    “Yeah, and a hundred and forty people can move bodies.” 
 
    Gene sighed out and turned to the screen. “Susan’s phone is off now, completely. I can’t get through to Gainesville at all.” 
 
    “Good thing they helped us tap into NOAA, huh?” 
 
    “Yeah, but what are the readouts now?” Gene asked. 
 
    “I actually have no idea what I am looking at as far as ocean swells and whatever these numbers mean. Storm surges.” Wilen shrugged. 
 
    “Maybe they’re just having a bad storm,” Gene said. 
 
    “Maybe they’re underwater.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Okay, just hear me out.” Wiley lifted a hand. “Don’t get me wrong, I am all for models. But didn’t you think it was a bit much that of all the state of Florida predicted to be underwater, that the only dry spot is Gainesville, which happened to also be the only spot in Florida not bashed by methane heavy air. Come on, can they really have that much luck.” 
 
    Gene sighed out. “I suppose you have a point.” 
 
    “So Gainesville, is pretty much out. It’s time to think about long term survival. I mean, let’s face it. We have a good jump start with the amount of people from Flight 3430. Too bad every other flight in the sky that remained went to Gainesville.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “All those people.” 
 
    “I know,” Gene partially snapped. 
 
    “Substation Two, Billings, do you copy,” came a strange male voice over the system. The last call that came was from Kyle. 
 
    Wiley looked ta Gene. “Substation two?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue.” 
 
    Wiley grabbed the radio. ‘Um … this is Billings. We read you.” 
 
    “Have you heard from Director Diel recently?” 
 
    “Well, we think she was wiped out in the flood. Not sure, but she was in …” Wiley stopped talking when Gene removed his hand. 
 
    “We don’t even know who that is,” Gene said. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    Gene took the radio. “This is Doctor Gene Taylor of the USGS, who am I speaking to?” 
 
    “This is Lt. Colonel Macintosh with the CMAFS,” 
 
    “What? What is that?” Gene asked. 
 
    “Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Station in Colorado Springs, I’m with the president and cabinet and Designated survivor network. We have been communicating with Director Diel and Dr. Armenov since yesterday and we lost contact with Diel last night, and Armenov a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Why … why are you contacting them?” Gene asked. “I actually discovered this. I set up the whole monitoring system in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    Wiley laughed. 
 
    Gene mouthed the word, “What?” 
 
    “You’re seriously acting green over them contacting someone else.” 
 
    “That’s because I am sitting here … with you … thinking no one is left.” 
 
    “No one is left.” 
 
    “Um, apparently there is a designated survivor network out of Colorado Springs with the president and neither Susan nor this Armenov asshole told us.” 
 
    “Actually, she did, remember?” Wiley said. “When she told you that the president was evacuated and you …” 
 
    “Alright. Alright.” 
 
    “Are you still there?” The Colonel asked. 
 
    Disgruntled, Gene replied. “Yeah, yeah, I’m here.” 
 
    “Good.” The Colonel said with a hint of sarcasm. “Since you are the big wig and started the monitoring, do you have the latest readouts for us? Any eruptions coming our way. We need to protect the president.” 
 
    “Yeah … um, let me check and get back to you.” He pushed the radio forward. 
 
    “You’re making them wait.” 
 
    “Hey, we’re substation … two. Two. Not one. So yeah,” Gene said. “They can wait.” 
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 Flight 3430 B 
 
      
 
    Gabe was more relieved than anyone that his take off went without a hitch. He saw on his brother’s face, even through the mask, that Owen was concerned. Once they had started rolling, there was no turning back. 
 
    Gabe was proud of himself. 
 
    He gave it a minute or so after reaching what was a safe altitude and began to remove his mask. 
 
    Owen stopped him, stating if something was wrong, the last person they needed to fall victim was the person that could fly the plane. So Owen took off his oxygen first. 
 
    He was nervous, Gabe saw that. And Gabe imagined his brother was scared to take that first breath, but upon seeing that Owen was fine. Gabe took off his mask, chuckled in emotional relief and turned on the seatbelt sign. 
 
    They talked for a few minutes. Owen mentioned how cool he thought the camera system was and how it had been on the cockpit door camera the whole time. They switched it and things looked normal in first class. 
 
    Gabe had been so concerned with getting them off the ground, out of Vegas and to a safe altitude, that he was headed in the wrong direction. 
 
    They needed to head Northeast. 
 
    After punching in the coordinates, he turned the plane and once on a steady course, Owen got up to check on things in the back. 
 
    Gabe didn’t expect, when Owen returned, to hear there was a critical and life-threatening incident with his father. 
 
    It was a good thing the camera wasn’t on the cabin or they would have seen it. 
 
    Switching the plane to autopilot, Gabe undid his belt and stood. 
 
    “What?” Owen asked. “You’re leaving?” 
 
    “I want to check on Dad.” 
 
    “But you can’t leave me here.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s on autopilot, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    He supposed his brother freaked a little when he left the cockpit, Gabe understood that. He would only be gone a few minutes and needed to see his father. 
 
    “I’m fine,” his father told him. “I really am. A little problem with the hose, but it’s good. Delaney, she … she saved my life.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Gabe told her. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    “No,” Gary said. “It wasn’t anything. It was quick thinking. Your father could have died.” 
 
    “You saved my life,” Tom said. 
 
    “Then think of it as repayment for you saving mine,” she said. 
 
    “I’m good son.” Tom grabbed Gabe’s hand. “Don’t worry. Go back and fly the plane. I’m fine.” 
 
    There was something about his father’s appearance that screamed otherwise. 
 
    Was it Gabe’s imagination? 
 
    Tom went from looking in his forties to looking in his sixties. He was pale, very pale, and he spoke softly. Almost as if he struggled. 
 
    Maybe it was nothing and just the physical ramifications of being near death. 
 
    Tom reiterated he was fine and Gabe had to believe that. 
 
    Taking his father’s word for it, Gabe returned to the cockpit. 
 
    He tried to reconcile what had happened. A problem with the tubing, his father wasn’t getting pure oxygen. 
 
    The deadly air seeped into his mask and it was a slower process than anyone else. 
 
    It stayed with him, the worry over his father. He wanted to dismiss it as just concern and not a gut instinct, but when Delaney came into the cockpit, he knew that wasn’t the case. 
 
    “What is it?” Gabe asked. “What’s wrong.” 
 
    “Your father … I’m not a doctor, Gabe, but something isn’t right.” 
 
    “He was fine ten minutes ago.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Gabe stood. 
 
    “You’re leaving the cockpit again?” Owen asked 
 
    “Something is wrong with Dad.” 
 
    “Go,” Delaney said. “It’s on autopilot, right? I’ll stay.” 
 
    Gabe led the way as he and Owen made it to first class. 
 
    His father sat in the first row, over where Delaney had been sitting. Gary sat next to him, he had taken the facial part of the SCBA mask off and held the black breathing portion to his father’s face. 
 
    “Dad?” Gabe asked with worried. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Tom pushed the mask away. When he spoke, he spoke short and breathless. “It’s … it’s hard to breath. Feels sluggish.” 
 
    Gary spoke up, “It just started. He said his chest felt like it was tightening. His blood pressure and heart rate are good. But I listened to his lungs, there is very little air movement. And I hear fluid.” 
 
    “Like pneumonia?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Like that, but fast.” Gary put the oxygen back to Tom. “His O2 levels are around ninety percent, not dangerously low, but low.” 
 
    Gabe asked. “Was this because his mask malfunctioned?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Gary replied. “When Delaney did the autopsy, remember. She said the lungs were horribly inflamed and it appeared they had been …” Gary stopped talking when Tom began to cough violently. 
 
    He coughed so badly, he couldn’t keep the mask on. He brought his arm over his mouth and hacked. It was deep and continuous. The spasm lasted only half a minute, but ended with Tom looking horrified, pulling down his sleeve and exposing blood. 
 
    Gary exhaled heavily and peered up to Gabe. “Hemorrhaging. Delaney said the lungs on that man appeared to have been hemorrhaging.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Tom said, then Gary gave him the oxygen once more. 
 
    “I know you will,” Gabe said, turned and rushed to the cockpit. 
 
    “How far are we from Billings?” Delaney asked. 
 
    “Hour and a half,” Gabe replied. 
 
    “Gabe,” Owen said. “Dad needs a doctor. I don’t think Billings has one.” 
 
    “They don’t. But maybe Uncle Gene knows where one is. Maybe Gainesville.” 
 
    “Can we make it there on the fuel?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no, we’ll need to stop for more fuel. Either way, we have to call Uncle Gene.”  Gabe grabbed his phone and stepped into the little hallway between the cockpit and cabin. 
 
    His phone call was brief and at least it was encouraging. 
 
    Uncle Gene knew exactly where they could go for a doctor and would set it up. All Gabe had to do was turn the plane. 
 
    Gabe was relieved. He was also happy that, if the worst happened with his father, they were going home. 
 
    They were headed to Colorado. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN – ABATED HOPE 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Naval Operations Support – Billings 
 
      
 
    “Did they mention any other symptoms?” Colonel Macintosh asked over the radio. “We have a doctor wanting to know.” 
 
    “No, just what I told you,” Gene said. 
 
    “We got them on radar looks like they’ll land in about ninety minutes maybe less. We’ll give them coordinates and communicate with them.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “We will have emergency transport ready at the airfield for them. We’ll take care of your family.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “We need every person there is. So we all have to do what we can.” 
 
    Gene thanked the colonel again before ending the call. He was a mess, a frazzled mess. He didn’t have many details about Tom, just that he took in too much tainted air and was having difficulties. 
 
    “Uncle Gene,” Gabe said. “He’s coughing up blood and it’s thick.” 
 
    It sickened him to hear that. 
 
    All that Tom did to survive with his sons. All the passengers of that plane had went through just to fall to a faulty tube. 
 
    After taking a walk to try to clear his mind, Gene returned to Wiley. 
 
    “Just talked to 3430,” Wiley told him. “They said twenty minutes.” 
 
    Gene nodded. “I figured. Which means Gabe should be getting to Colorado Springs in about a half hour.” 
 
    “Anything from Gabe or Owen on how Tom is?” Wiley asked. 
 
    “Not since the last call. They’re communicating with the Colonel now.” 
 
    “I did … I did speak to the morgue lady on the plane. She contacted me.” 
 
    This caused Gene to perk up. “And? Is everything with Tom okay?” 
 
    “She said he was the same. Which is better than worse, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Anyhow, she called because she has some location, family tracking app,” Wiley said. “She got movement from her brother.” 
 
    “What do you mean movement?” 
 
    “Apparently the app is on a phone, when the phone moves, the app alerts. The phone was moving for about two hours. She’s not been able to get an answer.” 
 
    “Maybe someone has his phone?” Gene suggested. 
 
    “That’s what I think, but, then he stopped moving in Clarksville, Tennessee.” 
 
    “Do we know where he was and how he survived?” 
 
    Wiley shook his head. “She didn’t give me that. Just his phone number and asked that I try, too. I did. Same thing. Two rings and voicemail … but … fortunately the internet is still up, but spotty. So I reached out to CMAFS to see if they could get me any numbers whatsoever from Clarksville. Anything.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “They gave me a bunch, then they started reaching out like me. Just calling random numbers,” Wiley replied. “They were never hit. We have a whole town of people confused and scared … but alive.” 
 
    “Tennessee,” Gene said softly. “Let’s get a hold of Kyle. Give him a destination and see if he can get there.” 
 
    “What about Gainesville, have we given up on them?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Gene looked down to his watch. He needed to get to the airport to greet that plane, find those people a means to get into town, then after that it was time for Gene to leave Billings. 
 
    His work there was done. 
 
    He had to find a means of transportation. Either by the pilot, Jeff, from Flight 3430 or a car, because one way or another Gene had to get to Colorado. 
 
    He couldn’t stay in Billings happy about finding life across the country, when Tom was fighting for his. 
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 Flight 3430 B - Colorado Springs, CO 
 
      
 
    Owen knew his brother was nervous. They weren’t only siblings they were best friends and Owen didn’t need for Gabe to say a word. He knew everything that bothered him. 
 
    Without question their father’s health, but Gabe was also second guessing himself when it came to landing that plane. 
 
    Owen didn’t know anything about flying. But he saw the shifting of Gabe’s eyes, the reaching for a control, then retracting his hand in a quick change of mind. 
 
    Perhaps everything going on with their Dad was weighing too heavily on Gabe’s mind. 
 
    Owen didn’t get it. He didn’t get any of it when it came to what was happening with his father. 
 
    His dad was a fit man, strong. How could just two minutes cause his health to fail so fast? 
 
    That was the amount of time Delaney estimated. Two minutes. 
 
    Yet he went from running through Las Vegas to trying desperately to catch his breath. 
 
    For something to hit him so hard, so fast, Owen had a hard time believing it couldn’t easily be fixed. 
 
    He held on to that. 
 
    He wouldn’t think the worst. 
 
    Owen believed his father would get better. 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were getting ready to land. Gabe made the announcement. 
 
    Where was he? 
 
    Delaney had gone to the rest room and rushed out when she heard Gabe say they would be landing. Only she walked out to see Tom’s empty seat, the oxygen on it and Gary with a look that said, ‘nothing I could do.’ 
 
    She wasn’t in the bathroom that long, yet three empty airline bottles of vodka rolled down the aisle as the plane lowered. 
 
    Following the bottles like a trail, she saw a bloody shirt on the floor, then Tom seated in the first row on the economy cabin. He wore a white button down shirt that looked like one a pilot would wear. 
 
    He was so pale and his shoulders raised and lowered with each struggled breath. 
 
    “What are you doing, Tom?” she asked, sitting next to him. 
 
    “I came back … to change … the boys … don’t need to see that shirt.” 
 
    “They can handle seeing it. Your boys are grown men.” 
 
    “They’re my boys. Always … my boys. I can’t … handle them seeing it.” 
 
    “Tom.” She grabbed his hand. 
 
    “I couldn’t make it back there. Up front.” 
 
    “Well, we’re landing.” She reached over and strapped his belt. “We’ll stay here until we land. They are bringing help.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be carried … off this plane.” He tilted his head her way. “Don’t let them carry me off this plane.” 
 
    Delaney nodded. “Okay. Hold on.” 
 
    It probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do with the plane preparing to land, but if Tom truly wanted to walk from the plane, it wasn’t going to happen if he went any longer without oxygen. 
 
    Using the seats as a crutch, she made her way to the front and grabbed for the oxygen. 
 
    “You need to take a seat,” Gary told her as he handed her the tank. 
 
    “I will. Thanks.” She carried it back to economy, then plopped in the seat. “Okay, you know this is the last tank. Use it wisely.” She turned the knob and gave him the mask. 
 
    “You tried.” Tom brought the mask to his face. He inhaled closing his eyes and showing facially how much it helped. 
 
    “I’ll carry the tank.” Delaney buckled her belt. “You keep the oxygen on as you walk. Deal?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “They’re gonna help you, Tom. They will.” 
 
    Tom lowered the mask. “If they …” 
 
    “Put the mask on.” She brought his hand up. 
 
    Tom resisted. “If they can’t, I’m okay with that. Tell my boys, I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “They’ll be no need.” She put the mask back on him and held it there. “You’ll be fine.” 
 
    Delaney spoke the words with confidence, but she struggled on whether she truly believed her own words. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY – HEAVY HEART 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Flight 3430 B – Colorado Springs, CO 
 
      
 
      
 
    Not that he knew anything about flying, but Owen was worried the way his brother brought down the plane. It didn’t feel straight and he fought to stay between the navigational two lines. 
 
    It felt as if they landed on the left wheels first then bouncing down to the right. 
 
    Gabe fought to control the plane and finally brought it to a halt. He looked over at Owen and apologized. 
 
    Owen knew his brother’s mind was in the same place his was … on their father. 
 
    As soon as it was safe to, Gabe jumped up from his seat to go to the back and Owen followed. 
 
    Gary was already opening the door and that was when Owen saw his father standing in the aisle, Delaney right behind him. 
 
    He wanted to believe that his father walking and standing was a good thing. But his father didn’t look well. 
 
    Tom moved toward his sons at the same time two medics, carrying a chair like emergency stretcher, entered the plane. 
 
    “Excuse us, coming through,” one of them said. 
 
    Gabe backed up into Owen to let them go through. There was almost a relief on his father’s face when he saw the chair and he sat down in it. 
 
    The medics strapped him in. 
 
    Owen’s eyes never left his father, it was heartbreaking to watch. Tom was always so strong and he fought to keep up that front, even as they carried him in the chair to the door. 
 
    Once they crossed the threshold with him, Gabe hollered out an emotional, “Dad,” and raced after his father. 
 
    Owen was in a state of shock. It took a second and then he too got off the plane. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t register to Gabe, not at first, because all he worried about was landing the plane and getting to his father. 
 
    He was hopeful when he saw his father standing, but knew better. His father was stubborn and strong, he didn’t want to be carried off the plane, but was willing to sit because he had to. 
 
    The medics carried his father down the airstairs quickly and Gabe raced to keep up. 
 
    They were ready and waiting for the plane to arrive. They had the stairs at the door by the time Gary opened it, a helicopter parked not far from the plane, waiting and there were two military jeeps. 
 
    The medics weren’t wasting time, they moved Tom fast and Gabe ran. 
 
    They were taking him to the helicopter. 
 
    “Dad!” Gabe shouted. “We’ll be right there!” 
 
    Tom held up his hand to the medic and they stopped, allowing Gabe and Owen to reach him before they lifted him on the chopper. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    His sons. 
 
    It didn’t matter that they were men, when Tom saw them running toward him, all he saw were Gabe and Owen as little boys. A flash back of them at nine and eleven years old. It was October and cold, leaves all over the ground. Both so young and naïve, tears streaming down their faces as they chased after Tom. 
 
    It was the day Tom left the family home. He didn’t want to, but the marriage was over and his wife Julie wanted him out. It was time, but the boys didn’t understand that no matter how many times Tom and his wife explained to them, it would fine. 
 
    It was … 
 
    That day, Tom’s heart broke. The boys’ hearts broke. They begged him not to leave, crying out, “Please Dad.” 
 
    There was no explaining that day, to Tom, the boys would know when they saw him in a day or two. 
 
    In their young minds, they acted as if they would never see him again. 
 
    That simply wasn’t the case. 
 
    Back then, Tom kept going, knowing he’d call them later. He only waved because it was too painful to stop. 
 
    He couldn’t make that mistake again. 
 
    Gabe was yelling something, Tom couldn’t hear. 
 
    “Please stop,” he whispered to the medics. “Please. One minute.” 
 
    They did. 
 
    The boys ran to him. 
 
    “We’ll be right there,” Gabe said. “We’re right behind you.” 
 
    “Stay strong, Dad,” Owen said. “You’re gonna be okay. Alright. You’re gonna be okay.” 
 
    Both Owen and Gabe laid their hands on Tom’s arm and he took his free hand placing it over theirs. 
 
    “So will you,” Tom said. “I’m proud of you both. Proud. Know that.” 
 
    Both Owen and Gabe nodded. 
 
    “I love you, Dad,” Gabe said. “We love you.” 
 
    “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    Another squeeze against their hands and Tom replied a strong, “I love you, too. Very much.” 
 
    He gave a pat to their hands, did his best to portray strength and nodded to the medics that he was ready. 
 
    They immediately returned his oxygen to his face as they lifted him inside. 
 
    His sons backed up as the helicopter blades whirled. 
 
    Tom watched them, standing close to each other, and like Tom, they tried their best to put on a façade of strength. 
 
    He couldn’t have been prouder. 
 
    Owen was the big brother that walked the straight line and took care of Gabe through thick and thin. There he was, doing it again. 
 
    All Tom wanted in the last few years was to see that Gabe would get on the right path, to do the right thing. 
 
    And Gabe rose to the occasion like Tom always believed he would. 
 
    No matter how old, their faces still looked as sad as they did thirteen years earlier. 
 
    As the door closed and he caught the last glimpse of his sons as they waved, Tom’s heart broke as badly as it did that day in October. 
 
    However, unlike that day, Tom knew it was the last time they would ever see each other again. 
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 Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Support 
 
    Would it have made a difference had Gabe and Owen not stood there for that minute or two watching the helicopter lift off. 
 
    Immediately as the chopper veered toward the mountain, soldiers called Gabe’s attention, instructing them to get into the jeeps. 
 
    The four of them did. 
 
    He was impressed how coordinated everything was. It was nothing short of a rescue, help swooping in and whisking his father away to get what he believed would be the best medical care. After all, the president was there. 
 
    They were going to a place Gabe had only heard about, even though he lived in the same state. It wasn’t a place he ever expected to enter. The only knowledge he had of it was in books, and games, and some old movie or two. 
 
    The drive to the mountain took fifteen minutes and the jeeps moved fast. They wound up the mountain to a gated entrance with guards. 
 
    He supposed his father was already there and Gabe said a silent prayer that he would be fine. 
 
    They pulled through the gates and went through a tunnel. 
 
    “Why here?” Delaney asked. “I don’t understand what made this place so safe just because it’s in a mountain.” 
 
    Gary answered. “It was designed to be a safe place in the event of an all-out nuclear war. It has an independent oxygen system and sealed doors. It is the best place to be.” 
 
    Own looked over to Gary. “Do they have great medical facilities?” 
 
    The soldier driving answered, “Yes.” 
 
    From that moment on, everything was a blur to Gabe. He just wanted to get to his father and it seemed to be taking too long. 
 
    Roads inside the mountain looked like roads outside. There weren’t that many people around when they pulled into what looked like an indoor airfield. 
 
    They took an elevator down for a while to where a short walk brought them to a building with a blast door. 
 
    When they passed through that, there was one more door before Gabe recognized the building as a medical facility. 
 
    The four of them led by a soldier, walked down a hall and then turned left. Gabe finally noticed the soldier was speaking softly to someone through an earpiece. 
 
    “End of the hall,” the soldier told them and he stayed back. 
 
    The hall was long, or at least it looked that way to Gabe. 
 
    Modern wood paneled walls on one side with cushion bench seats over five feet, the other wall were windows with Faux natural lighting. 
 
    At the end was a set of silver double doors. Hospital looking doors. 
 
    A third of the way down the hall, Delaney stopped. “I think I’ll wait here,” she said, taking a seat on the bench. “This is your father. I’ll let you guys go on.” 
 
    “I agree,” Gary added. “I’m going to see if I can find a beverage.” 
 
    Gabe glanced at his brother and Owen closed his eyes. He didn’t need to speak to him to know they were both thinking the same thing. 
 
    Something was wrong. 
 
    The gut gnawing and twisting, racing heart. When Delaney and Gary offered to stay back, that all but confirmed Gabe’s fears. 
 
    It was worse than he wanted it to be. 
 
    He moved down that hall with his brother, side by side, steady strides. 
 
    Gabe’s heart beat so hard in his chest he could feel it. 
 
    “Do we knock?” Owen asked as they neared the door. “Or do we go through?” 
 
    Gabe didn’t get a chance to answer. Just as they arrived at the door, it slowly pushed open. 
 
    Gabe would have been lying to himself if he said he didn’t hope that it was his father pushing on that swinging door. He also would be lying to himself if he said he didn’t know better. 
 
    His worst fears where confirmed when he saw the woman doctor emerge. Her face expression serious yet painted with sympathy. 
 
    “We’re here for our father,” Owen said. 
 
    “He came in on a helicopter,” Gabe added. “Tom Foster.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said then cleared her throat. “I’m very sorry. Truly, very sorry.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE – FAILING 
 
      
 
    The need for water or something to drink grew stronger for Gary when he saw Gabe and Owen at the end of the hall with the doctor. 
 
    He couldn’t see their faces, but he knew by their body language. Gabe’s head dropped and he nearly collapsed, only to be held up by his older brother. 
 
    He knew. 
 
    Tom was gone. 
 
    They followed the doctor through the doors and Gary turned, leaving the hallway. 
 
    It took him a good ten minutes to find water and coffee. Grabbing a cup for Delaney he headed back to the hall. 
 
    She sat on one of those benches. 
 
    Her back against the wall, legs up as she stared at her phone. 
 
    The closer he walked, he saw she was crying. 
 
    “Hey, I …” he extended a cup to her, “Got you some coffee.” 
 
    She wiped her face with the back of her hands, set down her legs and scooted over. “Thank you.” She accepted it. 
 
    “Are they in the back still?” 
 
    Delaney nodded. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “I saw.” 
 
    “I heard.” She lifted the tab and sipped the coffee. “I feel horrible. This is all my fault, Gary.” 
 
    “What? How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because they came for me. They all came looking for me because I left to find my sister. If I hadn’t or they hadn’t … Tom would be alive.” 
 
    “It’s no one’s fault. Tom wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. They wouldn’t have left you in Vegas. I wouldn’t have. I just didn’t know where to look. They did. I’m sure Owen will blame himself because it was his idea to find you. I’m sure Gabe will find blame because he will think he didn’t move or fly fast enough. I can blame myself for not seeing that Tom didn’t clamp the hose right. We all can blame ourselves, but the truth is … things happen. Not for any reason, but they just happen.” 
 
    Delaney sniffed. “We all lost so much, so many.” 
 
    “We all have to grieve this together.” 
 
    “I keep looking at my phone and thinking about my babies. I just so hope they were sleeping when this happened or that it was fast and peaceful.” 
 
    Gary reached over and grabbed her hand. “I saw a lot of people go. A lot. I didn’t see a lot of suffering it was so fast.” 
 
    “But Tom’s was a slow poisoning. Like the man on the plane who didn’t wear his oxygen mask correctly. I feel so bad for them.” She leaned her head back against the wall. “And I can’t even get excited.” 
 
    “Excited?” Gary asked. 
 
    “My brother … you know how we saw movement?” 
 
    Gary nodded. 
 
    “I talked to Wiley, Gene’s partner in Billings and told him. I really thought someone had my brother’s phone. He just let me know … Stew, my brother, is alive.” 
 
    “That’s great news.” 
 
    Delaney nodded. “His screen was broke on his phone and he couldn’t answer. But it kept tracking his movements. Wiley said the whole town of Clarksville is alive.” 
 
    “Is that where your brother is now?” 
 
    “I’m waiting to hear from him.” Delaney looked at her phone. “I feel guilty for being happy.” 
 
    “Don’t. You know, I didn’t know Tom well. But he seemed like the type of man that would tell you to get in a truck and he’d drive with you to find him.” 
 
    “He did seem that way.” Delaney jolted when her phone rang. 
 
    “That’s probably him. Answer. Go on.” 
 
    Nervously, nodding, Delaney stood and walked a few feet before answer. 
 
    Gary listened for a second as she emotionally sobbed out a ‘hello’ then cried a little more as she spoke on the phone. She drifted farther down the hall with the conversation. 
 
    Even though there was such an abundance of sadness in that hallway, Gary was happy for Delaney. She was one of the very few people left that lost a lot, but not everything. 
 
    Just like the two brothers, Gabe and Owen. They hadn’t lost everything, they still had each other, and Gary hoped, for their sake, they realized that. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Gene made no phone calls. Even though he wanted to know how Tom was, he didn’t want to hear any bad news. 
 
    He was so indebted to Jeff the pilot for refueling the plane and flying him to Colorado Springs. Even though Jeff had been going nonstop, he was grateful to Tom and his sons for all they had done. Without them, Jeff told Gene, Flight 3430 would never have made it. 
 
    Gene radioed the Colonel letting him know he was on his way. 
 
    The Airforce had a car waiting for them when they landed and they drove them without hesitation to the base. 
 
    Gene was told nothing about Tom on the way. 
 
    They were escorted below and to the medical facility. 
 
    When they walked in there was a small waiting room just before a hall. A couple of sofas and chairs with a coffee pot on a table. 
 
    A woman and man were there when Gene entered, he didn’t know them, but Jeff did. 
 
    The man and woman stood immediately and Jeff greeted them warmly. “I am so happy you are all alright. I’m sorry I had to take off.” 
 
    “No.” The man shook his head. “We understood, you had a lot of lives on that plane.” 
 
    “What am I thinking.” Jeff snapped his finger. “Gary, Delaney this is Gene Taylor. The man we all spoke to on the phone. The guardian angel that kept us all alive.” 
 
    The man, Gary shook his hand and the woman embraced him. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “Thank you very much.” She stepped back from the embrace. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Gene replied. “How’s Tom?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Delaney and Gary just looked at each other, then to Gene. 
 
    They didn’t need to speak or say a word. 
 
    Gene knew. 
 
    Tom was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take much direction or asking people for Gene to find his way to the room where they said Tom was. 
 
    The door was closed and he stood outside nervously, before opening it. 
 
    He pushed in the handle then slowly on the door. 
 
    As it partially opened, he saw the foot of the bed, and Owen in clear view. 
 
    He stood by the window, arms folded tight to his body staring to the bed, until he heard the door. 
 
    His head sprang up as Gene walked in. 
 
    “Uncle Gene,” Owen said with such relief as he rushed to Gene. 
 
    Gene wrapped his arms around him, finally seeing the bed, but not really looking. He wanted to embrace Owen, convey that he was there. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Me, too.” Owen said. 
 
    Gene stepped back, leaving his hand on Owen’s arms and squeezing it when he saw Tom in the bed. 
 
    His friend looked as if he were resting. Lying on his back, eyes closed, covers to his mid chest and head tilted slightly toward Gabe as if he were staring at his youngest son. 
 
    An ache of emotion slammed into Gene’s chest and his hurt eked out of his throat in a form of a moan. 
 
    Gabe sat at his father’s side. His hands clasped over his father’s hand and Gabe’s chin rested on top. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Gabe.” Gene walked over and placed his hand on Gabe’s back. 
 
    “We tried, Uncle Gene,” Gabe said. “We tried. It’s not fair.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. But your dad, you know, your dad would want you two to make this mean something. You survived and to him that was what was important. You two were all that mattered to him. He’d want you to make your survival mean something.” 
 
    “How do we make this mean something,” Owen said. “How? Our father is dead, how does that mean anything but a fucked up situation?” 
 
    “I can’t argue that,” Gene said.  
 
    “I know what Uncle Gene means,” Gabe said. “It means we don’t waste living. We won’t. We won’t. But right now, I can’t think of anything but how much I am gonna miss him. I can’t leave him. Not here. Not like this. Not yet.” 
 
    “Then you won’t. None of us will.” Gene pulled up a chair and indicated for Owen to sit. “We’ll all stay as long as it takes.” 
 
    He looked around the small room and found another chair for himself. Grief was a process that didn’t wrap up when the person was pronounced dead. 
 
    There was no time frame that was acceptable. 
 
    He knew eventually, and not long from that time, they’d leave the room and face moving forward. 
 
    The first initial threat, the eruptions were over. 
 
    That was done. 
 
    Other natural phenomenon were occurring, none that were a threat to where they were. 
 
    The hardest part for everyone was still ahead. 
 
    That was moving on. Gene was confident that as hard as it was to believe at that moment, he knew eventually, Owen and Gabe, like everyone else that survived, would move forward. They would just do so in a different and seemingly empty world. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO – FAR FROM OVER 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cheyenne Mountain Air Force Support 
 
      
 
    Owen closed the back hatch to the truck, while Gary double checked the cords that secured his father’s casket. The air force had given them one. His father always wanted to be cremated but since that wasn’t an option, they decided to take him back home to Roselawn Cemetery and bury him next to his parents. 
 
    It wouldn’t end there. They had to find their mother, and Gabe wanted to locate Shawna. 
 
    Fort Collins was a two hour drive, it would still be morning when they got there. 
 
    “Go on,” Gary told him. “I have the tarp. Check in with Gabe and we’ll head out.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Owen looked around. It was hard to believe they were still inside and underground. There were trucks and jeeps parked about, even a small plane. 
 
    Leaving Gary to place the tarp on, Owen walked over to where Gabe and Delaney finished loading the second truck. 
 
    Standing nearby were the Colonel and Gene. 
 
    Owen gave a swat to Gabe’s back. “Almost ready?” 
 
    “Yeah, we just loaded all the tools in.” 
 
    Owen looked over at Delaney. “Thank you for coming with us.” 
 
    “I want to help and wouldn’t want it any other way,” Delaney replied. 
 
    “Gabe, we haven’t talked about it,” Owen said. “What next, I mean are we coming back here? We staying there, going somewhere else?” 
 
    “This is going to take us all of today,” Gabe replied. “I’d like to come back, but …” he shifted his eyes to Delaney. “I made a promise.” 
 
    “Cleveland?” Owen asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Delaney answered. “My brother is already headed there for me. I’m going to meet him.” 
 
    “Hey,” Gabe said. “We already took one plane. I know Mr. Stewart’s plane is in Fort Collins. We can take that, fuel up along the way. Then like I said, come back or go wherever Uncle Gene is.” 
 
    “Actually,” the Colonel approached with Gene. “We would love to have you here. We need to have search and rescue and can use some pilots.” 
 
    Gabe laughed. “Dude, this is the air force here. You need pilots?” 
 
    “Did you …” Gene spoke up. “Did you just call this man, ‘Dude’?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” The colonel stifled a smile and waved out his hand. “We don’t have as many pilots as you would think here. I know you’re dealing with the loss of your father, and I am sorry for that. Just give it some thought. We need rescue teams. There’s a lot of area out there that needs covered, areas where we don’t know whether anyone is alive or not. For a while, East of the Mississippi is a no fly zone.” 
 
    “Wait.” Owen rushed forward. “What do you mean it’s a no fly zone?” 
 
    Gene explained. “The oceans rising have created massive storm surges. It’s bad. At least from satellite images.” 
 
    Owen looked at Delaney then back to Gene. “Her brother is going to try to get to Cleveland to find her family.” 
 
    “The brother in Clarksville?” Gene asked. “I know the town is hunkering down. You may want to try to give your brother a call before the lines go down. And they will.” 
 
    “Thank you, I will.” Delaney stepped away. 
 
    Gabe exhaled heavily. “So there is no way to get her to Cleveland to find and bury her family?” 
 
    “Not safely,” Gene answered. 
 
    “Even our most experienced pilots,” the Colonel added. “Would be grounded from flying over there.” 
 
    “For how long?” Gabe asked. 
 
    Gene shrugged. “We don’t know. Days or weeks. It’s hard to tell. It’s all unpredictable now.” 
 
    Gabe looked defeated as he faced his brother. “I promised her.” 
 
    “We all did,” Owen replied. “And we’ll keep that promise. Just not today or tomorrow.” He saw Delaney approached the truck again. “Did you get in touch with him?” 
 
    “No.” Delaney shook her head. “I’ll keep trying though. I wasn’t even able to get through.” 
 
    “The storms may have hit,” Gene said. “I’m sure he’s fine.” 
 
    “Yep.” Delaney nodded. “Well, we better get going. Long day ahead of us.” She didn’t seem upset, but it was obviously a front as she walked to the front of the truck and got in the passenger side. 
 
    “I feel bad,” Gabe said. 
 
    “Don’t,” Gene told him. “There is nothing you can do. Let’s go bury your father.” 
 
    Like Gabe, Owen too, felt bad for Delaney. They were leaving to bury their family to have resolve, until Delaney made it to Cleveland over twelve hundred miles away, she wouldn’t have that resolution. 
 
    Chances were she would never get that. All she had to give indication of her family’s fate was an app on a phone, and it wouldn’t be long before she wouldn’t have that either. 
 
    For the time being they had to get moving. 
 
    Owen and Gabe would put their family to rest, but the impact of the sudden global tragedy would stay with them for the rest of their lives. 
 
    How could it not? 
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 Fort Collins, CO 
 
      
 
    It was strange and empty going home, Gabe knew it would be. The first place they went was to the cemetery, finding an area where they could bury their dad. Gene, Delaney and Gary stayed behind to start digging while Owen and Gabe sought out their mother. 
 
    They found her at home, in bed. She had died in her sleep, curled on her hand tucked under her face. Her fiancé’s side of the bed was messed, but he wasn’t there. He probably had gone to work. 
 
    Even though he expected to find his mother, it didn’t make it any less heartbreaking. 
 
    Shawna on the other hand, Gabe didn’t find. He went back to his apartment, she wasn’t there. The car wasn’t in the lot either. He had a feeling that would be the case. They had argued when he left for the airport, she wanted to go to her friend’s house and party.  
 
    It was five thirty in the morning, but not something unusual for her. 
 
    The only consolation Gabe had was that Shawna probably drank until obliterated and then passed out just as the event hit. She, like his mother never felt a thing. 
 
    He didn’t know what friend she went to and Gabe, feeling slightly guilty, didn’t search. He focused with his brother on burying their parents. 
 
    It was bittersweet, but a chance to say goodbye. 
 
    It took most of the day and they finished just before evening. They headed to Tom’s apartment. 
 
    Gabe feared it would feel strange and sad, but it was oddly comforting. His father had lived in that apartment since his parent’s divorced. 
 
    It was a second home. 
 
    He opened the door, the power was still on and it had only been a few days since they had been there and it didn’t have that ‘away on vacation’ smell. 
 
    It smelled clean and fresh and was, as always, impeccably tidy. 
 
    Gabe knew his father cleaned before he left. 
 
    “He was running the vacuum when I got here that morning,” Owen said. “I told him the neighbors were gonna get mad. He said he wanted to come home to a clean house.” He paused and lifted a set of keys. “My car. You know we can take it back to Colorado Springs instead of those trucks. I have a full tank. Be a lot more comfortable.” 
 
    Gene shook his head. “I’m pretty sure the Air Force wants their trucks back.” 
 
    “Too bad.” Owen set down the keys. “I love that car. I might take it though. Follow you.” 
 
    “Why not?” Gene told him. 
 
    Gabe walked to the small kitchen. “Dad has food. Anyone hungry?” 
 
    “You know what.” Delaney rushed to him. “Let me make something. I’ll cook.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Gabe said. 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    “Okay. Okay, that would be cool.” Gabe stepped back. “Gene, Gary, make yourself at home.” 
 
    He couldn’t believe he was taking command of his father’s place, but then again, that’s what his father would do.  
 
    Gabe then made his way to his father’s bedroom. He knew what he wanted to get from there. 
 
    The bed was made, an empty laundry basket set on top. Seeing his father’s room, just broke his heart all over again especially when he looked at his father’s dresser and the pictures there. 
 
    So many pictures on a dust free surface. All of him and Owen, spanning their entire lives. Pictures with the three of them. 
 
    Gabe lifted a framed photo of him, Owen and their dad, it was a camping trip. They were teenagers. Owen stood close to their father, while Gabe just looked disgusted. 
 
    “Uncle Gene took that,” Owen said, entering the room. 
 
    “Why was I so upset in this?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I was mad at Dad?” 
 
    “No. Uncle Gene. He used to annoy you all the time. Pick on things you like just to get a rise out of you. Dad would tell you to not listen.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that’s right,” Gabe said. “Still. I was such a shit to him.” 
 
    “Who? Dad?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “No. Well, not always, you were you.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Gabe set down the frame. “I put him through a lot these last couple years.” 
 
    “And you were making up for it. He knew it. He was proud.” 
 
    “Was he?” 
 
    “Yeah, bro, he was. He went from calling me constantly worried about you to bragging. Have to tell you …” Owen lifted another picture. “I got sick of hearing about you.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s gone.” 
 
    “Me either.” 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “We’re gonna do everything we can to keep making him proud. To keep him alive somehow, by doing what Uncle Gene said. Making it mean something. Do what Dad would do.” 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Gabe sadly chuckled. “He’d be the first to volunteer to be on search and rescue.” 
 
    “Yes, he would, and he’d make us do it even if we didn’t want to. I have to tell you …” Owen said. “When you flew the plane, and did the fueling stuff, he was chest out, peacock proud.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, he was. I know … we lost him. But I am so glad we were together. We didn’t want to do a Vegas vacation. But we agreed and I am glad we did. We were together, as a family when the world fell apart.” 
 
    Gabe lifted another picture. “Can you imagine if we had gone away with Uncle Gene and he was left there?” 
 
    “Dad was strong. He would have handled it. He would have searched for us. High and low.” 
 
    Gabe nearly dropped the picture when the light knock on the door arch rang out. 
 
    “Sorry,” Delaney said softly. “You were talking and I … I just wanted to let you know I was making those steaks your dad had if that’s okay. Figured we can use some protein.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gabe nodded. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “And … I heard you guys. Your father loved you both very much,” Delaney said. “On the plane, he changed his shirt because he didn’t want you guys to worry. He just loved you that much. And you were right. If he had been in that plane without you, he would have searched for you and nothing would have stopped him.” 
 
    Gabe breathed deeply through his nostrils. “Yeah, he would have. That’s the kind of man he was.” 
 
    “No, Gabe,” Delaney said. “That’s just being a parent. I’ll leave you two be and call you for dinner.” 
 
    When she walked away from the door, something about what she said stayed with Gabe. It left an essence lingering in the air. 
 
    And he knew. Gabe didn’t recognize what it was at that moment, nor did he think about it over dinner. That strange feeling returned as they settled for the night and reminisced about their dad. 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    When Owen woke him that next morning. 
 
    The news didn’t surprise him. 
 
    Because a part of Gabe knew it was going to happen. 
 
    “She did it again,” Owen said with a hint of anger. “She did it again, only this time she took my car.” 
 
    “Delaney is gone?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Gabe didn’t have his wits about him, but he also didn’t jump out of bed. He slowly took in the news, made his way to the kitchen to grab a bottle of water. 
 
    Gary handed him a sheet of paper. “I don’t know when she left, I was the first to pass out. But she left a note. She can’t be that far. At most a couple hours.” 
 
    Gabe glanced down to the note. It was simple and not long. She started by apologizing. 
 
    ‘I am sorry. Please don’t be angry. I need to do this. I need to find my children, my family. No matter what their fate. I need to find them. My brother left for Cleveland and I wasn’t able to stop him. He’s all I have left. I pray you find peace. I have to find mine -Delaney.’ 
 
    Gary pulled out a map and placed it on the kitchen table. “She’s probably on this highway here. We have a good distance between us, but is it enough distance before the storm.” 
 
    “What if one of us take the truck,” Owen suggested. “Gabe, can you get Mr. Stewart’s plane?” 
 
    “Good idea,” Gary said. “Look by air?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Gene raised his hands. “We can’t do this. You all chased after her once and it cost us Tom. I can’t… I can’t let you boys go after her again.” 
 
    Gabe set down the note and the bottle of water. “We’re not.” 
 
    “What?” Owen asked shocked. “We have to.” 
 
    “And do what?” Gabe repeated. “Tell her to come back? Bring her back? Force her?” 
 
    “Try to talk sense into her,” Gary stated. 
 
    “Can we?” Gabe asked. 
 
    “Our father …” 
 
    “Would have done the same thing,” Gabe cut him off. “He would have looked for me and you, dead or alive. Not one of us has kids. Not one of us knows what she is going through.” 
 
    “We talked last night,” Owen said. “We said we’d do what Dad would do. He would chase her.” 
 
    “And Dad would let her go.” 
 
    “No he wouldn’t.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gabe argued. “He would. He didn’t make the decision to chase after her in Vegas. We all did. He went to look for her because we … you and me, Owen, went to look for her. He went where his kids were. That’s what she is doing.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Gary said. “Not that I knew your father.” 
 
    “I did,” Gene stated. “And I can say he’s right. But the storms, the floods, it could be a death wish.” 
 
    “And who is to say that’s not what she wants,” Gabe said. 
 
    “So we just let her go?” Owen asked. 
 
    Gabe nodded sadly. “As hard as it is, we just have to hope for the best and let her go. This is what she wanted. She wished us peace while she found her own. In fact, I envy her. She found her journey in this screwed up world. Now, it’s up to us …” Gabe said. “To find ours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-THREE – TRAVEL ON 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cleveland, OH 
 
    EIGHT WEEKS LATER 
 
      
 
    Gabe’s boot sank in the thick mud that was at least eight inches deep. When it did, he hit a board, causing it to flip upward, with it a small wrestling action figure. 
 
    “Whoa, what is this?” Gabe reached down for it and lifted it. 
 
    He cleared the dirt from the figure and stared at it wondering if it perhaps belonged to one of Delaney’s children. 
 
    He wouldn’t know. 
 
    Gabe had made a promise to get Delaney back to Cleveland, and for as much as he put on the cool front that he was unphased by her leaving, Gabe wasn’t. 
 
    It bothered him. 
 
    She had helped those on Flight 3430 and his father. 
 
    He hated making the decision to let her go, but it was the only one, at the time, he could make. 
 
    She left her bag behind in Colorado Springs and in it was her driver’s license with an address. When he discovered that, he took it as a sign. One he held on to. 
 
    He vowed to keep his promise to find her family, but there was nothing he could do for the longest time. The storms were horrible. Once the satellite images showed the skies had cleared, Gabe signed up for search and rescue on the East side of the Mississippi. 
 
    It wasn’t going to be easy. 
 
    Not like with the west. 
 
    For nearly two months, Gabe and his brother worked as a team, scouring the west portion of the country for towns and villages that remained unscathed, not hit by the eruptions. 
 
    Billings, Colorado Springs and other areas were being cleared and deemed rebuilding areas. 
 
    Bringing those who lived, together, made things easier. Many times Gabe and Owen would spot survivors,  sometimes alone, sometimes in groups. If they wanted to join the rebuilding, fine, if not, Gabe and Owen moved on. 
 
    No sweat off their back. 
 
    Gabe waited patiently for the okay to go east. 
 
    When the time came, he thought he was ready. 
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    He heard about what happened, but to see it was a different story. 
 
    Two hundred miles inland of the east coast everything was gone. Every major city that he knew of on the east coast, New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Washington DC, not only washed away, but was buried beneath the new coastal seaboard. 
 
    The waters receded, but not enough. 
 
    They had never heard from Gainesville, not a word or peep. 
 
    From the looks of things, Gabe figured like everywhere else in Florida it was underwater. But they’d find out soon. It was on their flight schedule. 
 
    He didn’t hold out much hope. 
 
    The Mississippi River didn’t just flood, it expanded burying as far north as Memphis. 
 
    Lakes flooded as well. Something Gabe was slightly aware of but didn’t realize the full extent of until he arrived in Cleveland to see how a violent flood had flattened everything near the lake. 
 
    Delaney’s neighborhood wasn’t near the lake, but it was destroyed by the storms. 
 
    The nearest clearing to land the small plane was two miles away and Owen complained about the walk. 
 
    But they made it to what Gabe believed was her street, he couldn’t be one hundred percent sure though. 
 
    “Are we ready?” Owen asked. 
 
    Gabe ran his thumb over the action figure. “Do you know what wrestler this is?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I think I should know him.” 
 
    “I think we should go,” Owen said. “This wasn’t an authorized stop.” 
 
    “And what are they going to do? Take away our duties.” Gabe put the figure in his pocket. “No. We work too hard.” 
 
    “Did you just … take that doll?” 
 
    “Figure, action figure and yes.” 
 
    “Strange. So …” Owen held out his arm. “We’re here. Are you satisfied? Did you find what you needed other than that doll?” 
 
    “Action figure. And … I suppose I did. I got an answer. Everything is gone. I made a promise, probably more to myself. And I kept it.” 
 
    “I think if you didn’t come here it would haunt you.” 
 
    “I agree.” 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yeah. West Virginia here we come,” Gabe said less than enthusiastically. 
 
    “I have a feeling that whole state is fine, they just have been ignoring the radio calls.” 
 
    Gabe laughed and then paused to look back at the debris. The splinters of wood and piles of bricks that were once homes. 
 
    There was no way to know what house was which, but Gabe’s gut told him he found Delaney’s home, or what remained of it. 
 
    He trusted his gut instinct because since the onset of the whole ordeal his instinct had always been right. 
 
    Just like his instinct told him, even though his mission to go to Cleveland was over, the search for Delaney wasn’t. 
 
    She wasn’t dead or buried beneath the ruins of Cleveland. Gabe believed she found her brother, found her family … found her peace. Gabe truly believed that. With every ounce of his being he felt she was out there, somewhere, alive. 
 
    One day he’d run into her. 
 
    One day. 
 
    Just like one day Gabe and Owen would find the peace that still eluded them, like countless others, turmoiled and troubled by their loss and what happened to the world. However, the brothers, never apart, kept moving. 
 
    Would that peace come? Probably … eventually. 
 
    For the time being they were motivated by the memory of their father and all that he stood for. They embarked on a journey to find all the life they could in a dead world. Salvage what remained to build what would become. 
 
    It was a good journey. One that would last for a long time. 
 
    And as long as there was life out there, there was reason to keep going. 
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 For more info … 
 
      
 
    Please visit my website www.jacquelinedruga.com and sign up for my mailing list for updates, freebies, new releases and giveaways. And, don’t forget my new Kindle club! 
 
      
 
    Your support is invaluable to me. I welcome and respond to your feedback. Please feel free to email me at Jacqueline@jacquelinedruga.com 
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