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SPACEMAN
A Post-Apocalyptic Thriller
Part One of The SpaceMan Chronicles
Tom Abrahams
 



For the ones who keep me grounded while lifting me skyward:
Courtney, Samantha, and Luke
 



Extinction is the rule. Survival is the exception.”
—Carl Sagan, Astronomer
A diagram of the International Space Station is available for reference at the end of the story.
 



CHAPTER 1
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 3 HOURS, 5 MINUTES, 31 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
The alarm sounded.
It was shrill, echoing through the station until Clayton Shepard typed a series of commands into the computer to disarm it.
He ran his finger across the screen, not believing what he was reading, what the alarm was warning. It was outside the bounds of what was reasonable or even possible. It appeared out of nowhere, and yet, it didn’t. They should have seen it coming. They did see it coming. They chose to ignore it.
WARNING: GEOMAGNETIC K-INDEX 9 OR GREATER EXPECTED
SPACE WEATHER MESSAGE CODE: WARK9<
SERIAL NUMBER: 476
ISSUE TIME: 2020 JAN 25 0225 UTC
VALID TO 2020 JAN 25 2359 UTC
He pressed a button that keyed the microphone nearest his mouth. “Houston,” he said, “station on space-to-ground one. Are you seeing the alarm?”
“Station, this is Houston on space-to-ground one. We see it. We have a team looking at data. Stand by.”
Clayton rolled his eyes. “Are you kidding me?” He keyed the mic. “Houston, this is station on space-to-ground one. I don’t think we have time for that. I’m asking we abort the spacewalk now.”
He looked through the window to his left. Astronaut Ben Greenwood stopped his work, turned around to face Clayton through the mask on his helmet, and joined the conversation.
“Clayton,” said Ben, “what alarm?” Greenwood’s helmet reflected a fish-eye view of the Cupola, in which Shepard was monitoring the first emergency spacewalk of their expedition, what NASA called extravehicular activity or EVA.
Clayton read the alert again. A severe magnetic storm was coming. The earlier anomalies were indicators they should have paid closer attention to. He swallowed and cleared his throat before keying the mic again. “The onboard coronagraph is giving indications of large, transient disturbances on the Earth-facing side of the Sun.”
“You mean solar flares?” Ben asked. “I knew it. I knew we shouldn’t be out here.”
“We’ve checked with Boulder,” the radio call from mission control interrupted. “They confirm the alarm, as does Huntsville. Loops are growing in intensity. There is a coronal mass ejection within striking distance. Our original assessment about the CME may have been incorrect.”
“Incorrect? That’s an understatement,” muttered Clayton, cursing the antiseptic language ground controllers were apt to use.
The third member of the expedition, Cosmonaut Boris Voin, was ten yards from Greenwood, tethered to the exterior of the station. “Clayton,” he said through his mic, his English barbed with his native Russian accent, “are we killing spacewalk?”
Shepard took a deep breath before answering. Days earlier, they’d seen evidence of a coronal mass ejection, what they’d believed was a part of the corona tearing away from the Sun.
First there was a ridiculous X-ray burst registered by the Geostationary Operational Environmental Satellite.
“It’s nothing critical,” was the original assessment, even after that initial blast was soon followed by a strong detection of solar energetic particles in the Earth’s atmosphere. That kind of detection was rare. However, the South Pole station, which was responsible for measuring the intensity of solar eruptions, had been malfunctioning for months. Instruments were in the midst of recalibration.
That was one excuse for ignoring the signs. The urgency of the spacewalk was the other.
The ISS relied on its large photovoltaic solar panels to track the sun and provide power. That rotation was enabled by large bearings called solar array alpha joints. Sixty days into the mission, the joints were hard to turn, and the crew had to shut them down. If they weren’t fixed quickly, the solar panels’ ability to track the sun and provide power was diminished. The ISS would lose much of its power. The crew’s life would be in danger.
After looking at the data and considering the needed repairs, mission control determined the reading was an anomaly. Coronal mass injections, or CMEs, as they were called, happened nearly every day. This one, they concluded, was no real threat.
The numbers seemed so far beyond anything they’d ever seen, they concluded there was a system malfunction and the sensor was wrong. If it was even close to being correct, they concluded the CME was unlikely to hit Earth.
“We’ll need an EVA,” ground controllers had told the crew. “Greenwood and Voin will attack the problem.”
“What about the CME?” Greenwood had asked. “If we’re out there when it hits, that’s a bad thing. We’re also at half crew. The previous expedition is back on Earth and the replacement team is delayed from launch for another four days. Wouldn’t it be better to wait for our full complement of six?”
“Negative.”
“Have to admit,” Greenwood ha said, “I’m not thrilled.”
“We’re confident our assessment is correct,” ground had insisted. “The risk is minimal; the reward is great. At worst, the storm would temporarily interrupt our communication. Nothing more.”
Now they knew they’d been wrong.
Clayton keyed the mic. “Houston,” he said, aware the spacewalking astronauts could hear him, “it’s my recommendation that we immediately kill the EVA.”
Mission Control replied immediately. “We agree that out of an abundance of caution the best course of action is terminating the EVA. Move immediately to the Soy—”
The line went dead. The station went dark.
Clayton pressed the mic. “Houston,” he said, a hint of panic in his voice, “do you copy?”
No answer. He looked out the window.
“Ben,” he said, “do you copy?”
No response.
Clayton tried Boris, then Ben again. No response. He wasn’t even sure his radio was working. Shepard switched channels.
The station talked to the ground through one of two methods. One was the Tracking and Data Relay Satellite System, TDRS, and it had multiple options. The ISS could use antennas that pointed away from Earth and toward satellites in geostationary orbit. They were government owned and operated. If one satellite didn’t work, perhaps the next would.
“Houston,” he said, “station on space-to-ground two for comm check.”
Static.
He repeated it three more times and then switched to channels three and four. Neither produced more than a hiss and a crackle.
His other option was trying to communicate with the Russians from their side of the station. Their antennas aimed directly at Earth, but were only operational when the station was flying over that part of the world. Not an option at the moment.
“This cannot be happening.”
It was.
Astronaut Clayton Shepard was ten weeks into his first mission in low Earth orbit when the impossible happened. The coronal mass ejection experts thought couldn’t exist carried with it sixteen billion tons of hot plasma and charged particles. It outraced the solar wind at an astonishing two million kilometers an hour, creating a blast wave ahead of its impact with Earth and its orbiting satellites. The cloud, larger than any ever recorded, collided with Earth’s magnetic field and created an enormous surge.
High-energy protons peaked at over two hundred and fifty times the norm and slammed into Earth, where the effect was instantaneous. Electrical currents in the atmosphere and on the ground surged repeatedly at varying degrees.
Within ninety seconds of impact, chain reactions began to shut down power grids and damage oil and gas pipelines across the entirety of the planet. Satellites orbiting the Earth absorbed the electrical surge, and those that had not shut down the high voltage on their transceivers were either destroyed or significantly damaged.
Unlike solar flares, the CME had left the Sun gradually, gathering speed as it accelerated outward and away from the star’s surface. It traveled nearly twice the speed of any previously recorded CME and carried with it sixty percent more material than the typical value of a CME cloud.
By the time it hit the ISS, the station was in the worst spot possible, racing above the Atlantic Ocean in a highly magnetic region of the planet called the South Atlantic Anomaly. It only worsened the impact on the station, which was radiation hardened to withstand minor event upsets. It couldn’t handle anything like the invisible tsunami that had just surged and crashed over it.
Without knowing exactly what had happened, Shepard knew what had happened. He steadied himself in the darkness of the Cupola, a dome-shaped module with seven panoramic windows, and pressed his hands against the glass. It was almost five feet tall and a little more than nine feet across, but it felt like a coffin.
He looked to his right, out window three, and saw the Canadarm2, the station’s large robotic arm used to build parts of the station and to grab incoming cargo vehicles. Beyond the arm was his home planet.
From the underside of the station, the Cupola was the perfect spot from which to watch Earth as the ISS moved at five miles per second around the globe. He was speeding past North America.
It was dark. The familiar spider webs of lights that marked large metropolitan areas across the continent were missing. Like the ISS, the planet was virtually powerless.
“Jackie,” he breathed, looking toward the area he thought was Texas. A thick knot grew in his throat as he suppressed his emotion. “The kids.” His lips quivered, his eyes welled, but Clayton Shepard, the mechanical engineer and astronaut, steadied himself. He’d have to worry about them later. Right now, his own survival and that of his crew was paramount.
Shepard gripped the sides of the laptop display directly in front of him. The screen was black. He thumped the spacebar with his thumb. He hit the power button as if he were trying to score points on a video game.
Nothing worked.
To his right, facing the Canadarm2 underneath window three, was a joystick. It controlled the arm. He jockeyed it back and forth and then slapped at it with his hand. Nothing happened, not that he expected it.
Shepard spun one hundred and eighty degrees. Cosmonaut Boris Voin was still there. He was tangled in the tether that connected him to the ISS. Feet away was veteran Astronaut Ben Greenwood. Ben had his hands up in surrender. Shepard didn’t know if they were dead or barely clinging to life.
He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. “Tell me this is a dream,” he said to the empty room. “This has got to be a dream.”
He opened his eyes and reaffirmed what he already knew to be true. If he couldn’t restore power, they were screwed.
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 3 HOURS, 19 MINUTES, 28 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
Clayton Shepard didn’t usually take shortcuts; however, if he was going to save Ben and Boris, he’d need to cheat physics and biology.
He was in the Russian side of the ISS, inside the airlock, lowering the pressure to a little more than ten pounds per square inch. It was a process that normally took nearly twice as long as he planned to give it.
As tempting as it was to slip into one of the two do-it-yourself Russian Orlan space suits and rescue his friends immediately, he couldn’t risk nitrogen poisoning. Still, he could not take the usual four hours to prep his body.
Ben and Boris were both in US suits since they’d exited on the American side of the station, and they were working on the port photovoltaic arrays. Assuming they were alive, which was a giant leap, their suits wouldn’t last more than eight hours before their life-support systems would begin to fail.
They’d been outside for four. Clayton had less than three hours to acclimate as best he could.
In the seconds after the CME hit, Clayton had understood the gravity of the damage. His best option had been to reteach himself the manual Soyuz procedures and evacuate.
He couldn’t do it.
He couldn’t leave his expedition teammates floating in space. If they were alive, he could save them. If they were dead, he could bring home their bodies to their families.
He knew his wife wouldn’t be thrilled with his decision, but she’d understand. Jackie was a smart, strong woman who’d always understood his pull toward the risky, the dangerous, and the unknown.
Clayton checked his analog, battery-operated watch. It wasn’t working. It was stuck at 9:23 CST. He’d done a lot in what he calculated couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes since the CME cloud shut them down.
“I should have packed my Breitling,” he lamented. The self-perpetuating watch, with no digital parts or battery, would have survived the electromagnetic blast. “Idiot.”
From the Cupola, he’d quickly maneuvered his way into Node 1, the central part of the station, the oldest piece upon which the rest of it was built. Inside Node 1 were a series of computers that controlled basic life functions on board the entirety of the ISS.
Clayton had known instinctively all of the computers were shut down from the magnetic blast. Rather than check the Command & Control computers one by one and hope he could restart them individually, he pushed himself the shortest distance necessary to keep himself, and hopefully his compatriots, alive.
He had checked the systems on the Node 1 computer and gone through the restart sequence. It hadn’t worked.
He’d tried it again and held his breath for three seconds. Five seconds. Fifteen seconds.
Bingo.
The Node 1 computer had clicked and buzzed to life. Its indicators had flashed and blinked. Simple systems were on.
Next, he’d entered a series of commands to reboot the Command & Control computers. There were three of them on either side of the ISS. Although he couldn’t know from his position if the Russian side was operational, it didn’t matter yet. He’d needed at least one on the American side to reboot and function, and that was what he got.
Step one was complete. He had basic power inside the American half of the ISS, and external systems had rebooted as well. Clayton had hoped those systems returned quickly enough for the men stuck outside. He’d checked life-support monitors on their EMUs that indicated heart rate and breathing. There was no biofeedback available. He still had hope though. Those monitors frequently malfunctioned because of sweat or poor skin contact. The lack of data wasn’t good news, but it hadn’t deterred him from what he had to do.
It could be they were unconscious but alive. It was a small chance, but it was there. At every chance, Clayton had peeked through the small windows that gave him narrow glimpses into the space around the station. The men weren’t moving. Clayton was nauseous with each panicked look through the glass. His pulse thumped. Sweat clung to his face.
From Node 1, Clayton had quickly maneuvered to the Destiny module, a twenty-eight-foot-long cylinder that housed the ECLSS—the Environmental and Life Support System—on the American side of the station. Before he could do anything else, he’d needed to ensure the main control computers and the ECLSS were functional, most critically the carbon dioxide scrubber. If that wasn’t working, he’d suffocate.
Clayton had hovered in the module for a moment, holding the rack supporting the system with one hand, and with the other he’d held a crude sketch he’d drawn to remind himself of the electrical systems on board the station. He’d kept it in his pocket, folded inside a small red journal, since the launch from Baikonur in the Kazakhstan Desert more than two months earlier.
He’d essentially created a simplified flowchart. At the top was the Command & Control computer. Remarkably, it was working.
To the left was Guidance; to the right were Payloads and other internal functions that were mostly redundant. He didn’t care about those.
The two center boxes were labeled Internal Systems and External Systems. Connected to the Internal Systems was a trio of boxes labeled Thermal, Audio, and ECLSS; the External Systems connected to Communications and Electrical.
It had appeared to him the ECLSS was functioning properly, at least as far as the most critical systems were concerned. The atmosphere was preserved, and the scrubber was working. The water recovery system, however, which recycled water from the toilets and humidity in the air, was fried.
That would only be a problem if they planned on staying aboard the ISS for a long period of time. Clayton didn’t.
The Russian side also had a similar system in the Zvezda service module. Also considered the “central post,” the Zvezda contained Russian and American computers and was the gathering place for the crew whenever an emergency arose.
Pushing himself past the camera equipment lining the walls and into the service module, he made a cursory check of the Russian systems, which appeared okay, though he didn’t have time for a thorough evaluation. He’d needed to start the EVA procedure as quickly as he could. When he hit the airlock and the mechanical process had clicked, he’d known, at the very least, the critical electrical components on the Russian side of the station were functional for now. The radios were down. Even the HAM radio they used to communicate with schoolkids and interested radio operators wasn’t functioning. He was alone.
His heart was pounding. The thoughts of his family coping with…whatever had happened…was untenable. It was exacerbated by the idea of waiting for hours inside the ISS while his friends were helpless in space, just beyond his reach. He chewed on the inside of his cheek and tapped out syncopated beats with his fingers. He was like a child in the middle seat on a long road trip.
To comfort himself, to erase the fires of Armageddon from his mind’s eye, he imagined Jackie might not even know what had happened. It was nighttime. She could be asleep. She could be reading a book. She loved to read. Steinbeck and Hemingway were her favorites. Jane Austen wasn’t far behind, although she considered Austen summertime beach reading.
Clayton forced a chuckle, thinking about his wife with a stack of books beside their bed, all of them dog eared and coffee stained. He could feel her feet under the covers, rubbing up against his calf. He longed for the gravity of Earth, the weight of her arms around him.
He sucked in a breath of filtered air and sighed.
If she was awake and she’d lost power, she’d probably chalk it up to a surge of some kind. Jackie wouldn’t know how dire the situation truly was until the next day.
He hoped that was the case. He prayed she’d have one more good night of sleep before her world turned upside down, and he was stuck in orbit, passing by every ninety minutes, unable to help.
She’ll be okay, he silently assured himself. She’s got neighbors. She’s got a Concealed Handgun License.. There’s plenty of food in the freezer she can cook on the charcoal grill. And we’ve got gallons of water and gasoline left over from hurricane season.
He kept repeating the mantra, trying to convince himself it was so.
 



CHAPTER 2
FRIDAY, JANUARY 24, 2020, 9:25 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie Shepard was two pages from finishing The Grapes of Wrath for the fourth time when the lights went out. “Seriously? You have got to be kidding me.”
She pulled the covers back and planted her feet on the cold Spanish tile floor. She’d made it from her master bedroom into the kitchen when her daughter called from upstairs.
“Mmmommmm!” yelled the aggrieved sixteen-year-old. “The Internet died. I can’t get YouTube.”
Jackie stopped at the large granite island and leaned on it. “The power’s out, Marie,” she called back. “It’s not just the Internet.”
“So unfair!” Marie yelled.
Jackie chuckled. “Snap your displeasure. Or Tweet it. Whatever it is you’re using these days.”
Marie appeared at the top of the stairs and bounded down the steps. “I can’t,” she whined, walking into the kitchen. “I’ve got no service.”
Jackie looked at the glowing white screen and took the iPhone from her daughter’s hand. “Huh,” she said, noticing the lack of cellular signal. “That’s weird.”
“What do we do?” Marie had headphones around her neck, her shoulder-length hair pulled into a ponytail.
“Good question,” said Jackie. “I guess you could hang down here with me. You could fill me in on the last dance team drama.”
Marie shrugged. “I guess,” she said. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”
Jackie popped Marie on the bottom as her daughter led her back to the bedroom. “Gee, thanks.”
Marie giggled. “Anytime, Mom. I guess it’s just us girls tonight.”
The two climbed into Jackie’s bed and pulled the covers up to their necks. Jackie lay on one side to face her daughter.
“Yeah,” she said. “Tomorrow night too. Chris isn’t back from his camping trip until Sunday.”
Marie fluffed the pillow on her side of the bed. “I don’t know why he likes that stuff. Camping is so totally unsanitary.”
“He’s a thirteen-year-old boy,” Jackie replied. “Everything about him is totally unsanitary.”
“True.”
Jackie rolled over to check her phone. It was plugged into a charging dock on the bedside table. Its display was off. She punched the home button; it didn’t respond.
She pulled the phone from its base. “Huh. It’s not working at all.”
“Try a hard reset,” Marie said. She grabbed her mom’s phone. “I’ll do it.”
Jackie chuckled. “Okay.”
Marie tried the reset sequence. It didn’t work. She tried it again. Nothing.
“Power surge,” Marie suggested.
“Maybe,” said Jackie. “No big deal. I’ve got insurance. So, about the dance team…”
Marie wasn’t looking at her. Instead, her attention had shifted from the phone to beyond Jackie’s shoulder and the window that faced the backyard.
Her eyes widened. “Um…Mom?”
Jackie frowned, sensing something was wrong. “What?”
Marie pointed out the window. “That! What is that?”
Jackie looked out the bay window at the red light bathing the sky through the slats of the white wooden shutters. She slid out of bed and moved to the glass, pulling open the shutter casement to get a better look.
The sky was undulating with a multihued red wave. It pulsed, seemingly breathing in the atmosphere above southeast Texas before exhaling.
“C’mon,” Jackie said to Marie. “Let’s go check it out.”
The two scurried back to the kitchen and through the door leading onto the covered rear porch. The brick was colder than the tile on Jackie’s feet. They walked from under the porch onto the stained concrete pool deck.
“Except for the color, that looks like the northern lights,” said Jackie, her breath visible in the cool winter air. “You know, the aurora borealis?”
Marie stepped close to her mom, looping her arm around her for warmth. “I know what it is. It does kinda look like it, right? The color though…”
“That’s really weird,” Jackie said. “They’re magnetic. They typically only appear at the poles. And they’re green.”
“So what does it mean?”
“I don’t know.” Jackie curled her toes underneath her feet. “But all the power is out. Look around the neighborhood. There isn’t a single light. Even the light pollution off near the shopping center isn’t there. Everything is dark.”
Marie let go of her mother’s arms and stepped out onto the grass. She folded her arms across her chest and looked up at the sky. “You think Dad’s okay?”
Jackie took a deep breath. “I don’t know.”
“And Chris?”
“I don’t—” Jackie stopped mid-sentence.
In the sky behind their house was a dark shadow growing exponentially by the second, blocking out the red aurora. At first, Jackie thought it was a bird. But as it grew in size, the shape of its wings and its tail told her it wasn’t a bird. It was a plane.
It was falling; the only sound was the air rushing through its engines, whistling fiercely as it dove toward them. Jackie stood mesmerized for a moment by the surreality of what was happening in front of her.
She grabbed Marie’s arm and pulled her into the swimming pool. Jackie sank to the bottom of the pool, the cold water sucking the air from her lungs. From beneath the water, she felt the ground rumble and shake.
Still holding Marie’s hand, she pulled her daughter to the surface, both coughing up water as they swam to the edge of the pool.
Marie’s teeth were chattering, her lips trembling. “What was that? What happened, Mom?”
Jackie pushed herself from the water and spun to sit on the edge. “I think a plane just crashed,” she said, helping Marie from the water.
“Our house looks okay,” Marie said.
“We need to go see,” said Jackie. “It felt like the plane crashed on top of us.”
Shivering, both of them ran around the side of the house past the silent pool pump. The crushed granite path poked and jabbed at Jackie’s bare feet. Before she’d cleared the side of the house, she could see the bright orange glow strobing across the cul-de-sac. There were people yelling and screaming. Jackie thought it was raining until she realized the specks of whatever was hitting her shoulders and pinging off her head were tiny pieces of debris.
Jackie led Marie to the front yard. Across the wide circle that marked the end of their street was an enormous fire. Twenty-foot flames lit the thick black smoke pouring from the wreckage of the plane and the remains of the home that had stood there moments earlier.
Jackie stopped in her driveway. The heat emanating from the fire warmed her cold, wet body.
“Oh my God,” she said. She drew her daughter to her chest, wrapping her arms around her. “My God. There are people alive in there.”
The screams and cries for help that pierced the air when Jackie and Marie reached the front yard died within seconds as those trapped in the burning wreckage succumbed to their injuries, the flames, and the smoke.
Jackie’s eyes adjusted the glow of the fire and she saw the houses on either side were also burning. It wasn’t just one house, it was three. She kissed her daughter’s head.
“I’ll be right back,” she said.
“Mom, no!” Marie cried, holding on to her mother. “Don’t.”
Jackie pulled away and jogged toward the heat. “I’ll be right back.”
She made a wide berth around the fire to the left. It was too hot to get any closer. When she neared the burning house on the end of the three, she saw neighbors dragging garden hoses into the narrow area between the home that was burning and the adjacent that wasn’t.
“Jackie,” said an older, retired neighbor named Reggie Buck, “that you?”
“Yes,” Jackie said, smoke burning her eyes. “What can I do, Reggie?”
“Help my wife here with the hoses,” he said. “I’m gonna crank on the water. Just keep the house wet. Get any flames that start to creep.”
Jackie reached the hose and helped detangle its end. Reggie’s wife, Lana, was grappling with another hose attached to a spigot at the front of their house.
“Got it!” she called. “You can turn on the water.”
Reggie spun the spigot at the side of the house and water sprang from the high-pressure nozzle attached to the end of the hose. He ran to his wife and helped her with the second hose.
Jackie aimed the spray at the flames licking the side of the burning home. It wasn’t doing much. She shifted the nozzle to the side of Reggie and Lana’s house, painting the HardiePlank siding with water.
“Help! Please help! We’re stuck.” The frightened woman’s call came from the burning house next door. There was a window above the two-car garage. From her spot between the homes Jackie couldn’t see who it was, but assumed it was Betty Brown. She lived in the house with her son, who had special needs. Her husband had died of metastatic melanoma two years earlier.
Reggie bolted past Jackie, limping on his bum knee to the garage of the burning house next door. He’d taken off his white undershirt and wrapped it around his face like a mask.
Flames dripped from the house onto the yard, sparking the dry ground. Lana joined Jackie at the hose, trying to beat back the fire.
Lana yanked on her hose to move closer to the neighbor’s driveway. “Be careful,” she called after her husband.
Reggie waved at her before ducking into the house through the open front door. A moment later he was manually lifting the garage door.
“Drop the hose, Jackie!” he said, his voice muffled by the shirt. He coughed and waved her over. “I need help with the ladder!”
Lana reached out with her free hand. “Go, Jackie,” she said. “I’ve got the hoses.”
Jackie handed Lana the hose and sprinted to join Reggie on the driveway. She grabbed one end of the long aluminum extension ladder when Reggie emerged from the garage. Together they raised the ladder against the brick face of the house.
“I’ll climb it,” Reggie said and began climbing the metal rungs. “You keep it stable.”
“Got it.”
Jackie glanced back and saw Marie sitting in their driveway. Her knees were pulled up to her chest and she was rocking in the orange flicker of the fire. Jackie’s heart sank.
“Marie!” she yelled above the crackle of the inferno. “I need you! Come here!”
Marie snapped from her daze and pushed herself to her feet. She raced across the street and joined her mother at the base of the ladder. Her eyes were swollen with tears, her nose was running, and her lower lip quivered.
Jackie locked eyes with her daughter. “Worry about us later, okay? Right now others need us.”
Marie sniffled and nodded. She grabbed the rail on her side of the ladder.
Jackie tightened her grip on her rail. “We’ll be okay.”
They both looked up toward the window in time to see Reggie’s foot disappear inside the house. His head reemerged and he looked down at Jackie.
“I’m sending down Betty first,” he said. “Help her if she needs it.”
Jackie nodded. The fire was thickening along the roofline and had consumed much of the right side of the home closest to the crash. They had mere minutes until the entire home was engulfed.
“Hurry up!” she called up to Reggie. “I don’t think you have long!”
Betty appeared feet first. She descended the ladder slowly, skidding her hands gingerly along the aluminum rails. She was barefoot and in a nightgown, her hair in curlers.
Reggie poked his head through the window. “Okay, Betty,” he encouraged. “You’re good. You’re almost there.”
Betty made the final few steps down the ladder. Marie helped her to the last rung and she planted her feet squarely on the driveway.
“Thank you,” Betty sobbed. “Thank you.” She cupped her shaking hands over her mouth and looked back at the window.
Her son, Brian, was standing at the top of the ladder, shaking his head. The smoke was intensifying and he coughed.
“My eyes,” he said, letting go of the ladder with one hand to pinch his eyes shut. “They hurt. My eyes hurt.”
The smoke grew denser, moving in thick puffs that began to obscure Brian atop the ladder. The heat was intensifying, the dry radiation of it forcing Jackie to close her eyes and look away. The aluminum ladder was getting hot to the touch.
“My eyes,” Brian said. He wasn’t moving. The fire was.
Jackie swung herself onto the ladder. “Hold it,” she told Marie. “Don’t let go.”
She pulled herself up the ladder, skipping rungs where she could, to meet Brian at his feet. She gently grabbed the boy’s calf.
He shook her off, kicking his leg. Jackie nearly lost her footing. She recovered and grabbed at it again and held on.
“Brian, keep your eyes closed. I’ll help you down.”
“Don’t touch,” he said. “Don’t touch.”
Betty called from the ground below, “Let her help you, Brian.”
“Let me,” Brian said. “I’ll do it. I’ll do it!”
Jackie lowered herself a rung at a time as Brian did so above her until they reached the ground. Betty threw herself at Brian, trapping his arms with her hug.
“Go to Lana, Marie,” said Jackie. “Go help her.” She coughed against the thickening, acrid smoke.
Marie reluctantly let go of the ladder and joined the others in the Bucks’ yard next door. Jackie gripped the ladder, ignoring the burn of the aluminum rails, to steady it for Reggie.
“Reggie! I’ve got it. C’mon!”
Reggie didn’t respond.
The fire was eating its way across the house, the flames lapping at the roof and walls. Jackie couldn’t hold on much longer. She let go of one rail and pulled her shirt over her nose and mouth, her eyes watering.
She tried looking up, but she couldn’t see anything. She tucked her chin against her chest and squeezed her eyes shut. The heat was searing on the right side of her body. Another couple of seconds was all Jackie could take.
She was about to let go when the ladder shifted and she felt the vibration in her hands of someone moving down the rungs.
Clunk. Clunk. Clunk.
Reggie’s feet appeared two rungs above her hands. Jackie moved out of the way and let her neighbor jump to the ground.
“C’mon,” he coughed, and took Jackie’s arm. “We need to move. The house is about to collapse.”
They stumbled away from the house, collapsing onto the grass, coughing and rubbing the sting from their eyes as the fire engulfed the garage.
“The hoses aren’t working!” Lana shouted, her voice warbling with emotion. “The flames are about to jump. Our house is going to burn too.”
Reggie pushed himself to his feet. “Let’s forget about saving it, then,” he said. “Let’s run inside and grab critical things we’ll need.”
Lana dropped the hose. The glow of the fire reflected the glisten in her eyes. “Just give up on our house?”
Brian started jumping up and down next to the hose as if he were avoiding an ant pile. “Water. Water. It’s wet! Too wet!”
Marie bent down and pulled the hose away from Brian, letting the water run toward the street.
“We’ve got suitcases in the foyer coat closet,” Reggie said to the group. “Let’s get those and fill them up. I’ll handle the kitchen and garage with Betty and Brian.”
Betty nodded. “Okay.”
“Lana, you get clothes from the bedrooms. Whatever you think we might need. Shoes too.”
“What about us?” asked Jackie. “What can Marie and I do?”
Reggie puffed his cheeks and exhaled. “The garage. Batteries, tools, tape, glue, whatever. I’ve got some fishing poles. There’s a box with some odds and ends. A shovel.”
“Got it. We’ll hurry.”
“We’ve got no choice,” said Reggie, motioning toward the fire. It had fully consumed the Browns’ home. In minutes it would be burning his.
Lana put her hand on Jackie’s arm. “Is it too much to ask if we could stay with you for now?” she asked nervously. “I know Clay isn’t home.”
“Of course, Lana.” Jackie smiled. “Clay wouldn’t want it any other way if he were here. In fact, Betty and Brian are welcome too.”
“Thank you. You’re too kind.”
“We’re going to need each other for a while,” said Jackie.
A remarkably loud, inhuman shriek pierced the air. It was coming from beyond the smoke and flames.
“Did you hear that?” Reggie asked.
“I did,” said Jackie. “I was hoping it was my imagination.”
The shriek morphed into a wail, carrying with it the deep sound of irreversible despair. It lingered, drowning out the pop and crackle of the flames licking at Reggie’s house.
“We should go,” said Reggie. “The heck with our stuff. There could be survivors over there.”
“You deal with salvaging what you can from your house,” she said. “Keep an eye on Marie. I’m running over there.”
“I don’t know about –“
“Reggie,” said Jackie. “You take care of everybody here. You’re the strongest.”
Before he could protest again, Jackie was off. She sprinted up her street onto the main loop that encircled the neighborhood and bolted right, cutting across a lawn. She trod through the thin St. Augustine grass, the blades crunching under her feet as she darted from one yard to the next, her wet clothes sticking to her. She cut another corner and bounded onto the street running parallel to hers. Ahead she could see the orange strobe of the flames consuming houses at the end of the cul-de-sac. Another wail cut through the air and made the hairs on Jackie’s neck stand up. She was back on the asphalt, pounding toward the cries. People were hurt. They needed help. She passed a pair of For Sale signs in the yards of empty houses. Then it hit her.
The carnage was worse than on her street. Six of the homes were ablaze. The tail of the aircraft was smoldering in the middle of the circle at the end of the street. She slowed to a fast walk, trying to absorb what lay in front of her.
Another wail drew her attention toward the houses. The smoke was too thick.
To her right, on their sides, were a pair of seats. They were connected to each other, as were the crisp of passengers melted into the fabric. One of them still wore a high heel on one foot. The other’s blackened features were drawn with agony. The mouth was agape and white teeth seemed to glow in contrast.
A torrent of nausea coursed through Jackie’s body. With every step, another horror greeted her, each new vignette more grotesque than the one before. She sidestepped a pink child’s backpack. She saw a doll next to it, its plastic limbs twisted into unnatural positions. Then she saw…
“Dear God,” she whispered, tears flooding her eyes. It wasn’t a doll.
Jackie heaved and bent over at her waist, vomiting into the grass. Her stomach churned, her muscles contracting in spasms until the burn of hot bile was all that remained.
Another wail. This one was weaker, peppered with resignation.
Jackie spat onto the grass and wiped her mouth with the back of her forearm. She resumed her march toward the smoke and flames, her eyes stinging from the particulates in the air.
She pulled her shirt collar over her nose and mouth and moved deeper into the haze. She dodged bodies, parts of bodies, and debris as she hopscotched to a spot where she thought the wail was emanating from.
There was nothing now. Only the sound of the flames consuming the homes and lives of her neighbors remained.
Then from behind her came a soft voice dripping with pain. “Help me.”
Jackie spun and saw a man lying on the ground near the engine. He was on his back, his arms reaching over his head toward her. Jackie coughed through the smoke and knelt next to the man. She didn’t immediately recognize him. His face was black with soot. He was shirtless and wore only boxers. She surveyed his body, looking for the source of his immobility. It was too dark and smoky, even with the ambient orange flicker from the fire, to see much. Then she spotted a Woody Woodpecker tattoo on his bicep. She knew the man, Walter Fleming, who lived alone.
“Jackie?” he said, his voice garbled. “Jackie? Oh, thank you.”
“Walter?” she asked, another lump blooming in her throat. The man in front of her looked nothing like her neighbor Walter Fleming, the realtor. He sounded nothing like Walter Fleming. But it had to be him.
“Yes,” he coughed. “I can’t feel my legs,” he said. “I’m…I can’t…please.”
Jackie leaned in and took his hand. It was cold. Blood trickled from his ears and nose. She felt for a pulse in his wrist but couldn’t find one.
“I was in bed,” he said. With each breath, his lungs rattled. “I got up to go to the bathroom and then I’m here. Outside. I can’t feel anything, Jackie.”
“Okay, Walter,” she said. “It’s okay.”
“I don’t…” His voice trailed off and his eyes looked past Jackie, fixing on something far beyond the smoke.
She squeezed his hand. “Walter?”
He stiffened and then relaxed, air escaping with a gurgle from his open mouth. Walter Fleming was dead.
Jackie looked over her shoulder. There had to be survivors. Somebody. Somewhere.
She pushed herself to her feet and, keeping her profile low, wandered the cul-de-sac, looking for signs of life. The dry heat of the fire burned like an open oven, the choking smoke was thickening. She couldn’t stay much longer.
Coughing, Jackie stumbled over another body. She struggled to maintain her balance but did and found herself in front of a woman on her knees, giving mouth-to-mouth resuscitation to someone.
Jackie knelt down and crawled the remaining few feet. “Can I help?”
The woman jerked away from the victim, a man, and fell back onto her bottom. Her eyes were wide with fear, the whites exaggerated by her soot-dirtied face. She stared at Jackie without saying anything.
“Can I help?”
The woman blinked. “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “Can you try? I’ll start chest compressions.”
Jackie nodded and moved to the man’s head. His eyes were closed. She scanned down his body. His shoulder looked dislocated, and one of his legs was broken. He was wearing long-sleeved pajamas.
Jackie inched into position and cradled the back of the man’s neck to open his airway. She pinched his nose with one hand and drew his chin downward with the other to open his lips.
She’d taken a CPR class years earlier when the children were younger, so she vaguely remembered what to do. She bent down, tugged her shirt from her face, and puffed air into the man’s mouth. She counted and then repeated. Counted and repeated.
She felt for a pulse and found none. She laid her head on his chest. He wasn’t breathing. His heart was stopped.
The woman moved to the man’s side and leaned over him. She locked her elbows and flattened her palms. Coughing, the woman pumped up and down. Up and down, crying as she worked.
“I don’t think it’s helping,” she whimpered. “I think he’s gone.” She stopped the compressions.
Jackie didn’t know the couple. She didn’t recognize them at all. Still, she bent over again and lowered her mouth onto his, puffing large volumes of air into his lungs.
For minutes the two women alternated tasks. Neither worked. The woman sank back onto her heels and buried her hands in her face, coughing through her sobs.
“I can keep going,” Jackie offered, pulling the shirt back above her nose. She was drenched in sweat. Her face felt as it did after a day at the beach without sunscreen. Her lungs burned from the waves of smoke.
The woman shook her head. “He’s dead,” she said. “He’s dead.”
“Are there any other survivors here?” Jackie asked. “Have you seen anyone?”
“There was screaming,” the woman said. “It stopped. I don’t think anyone is alive.”
Jackie reached out and put a hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Come with me,” she said. “I’m a street over. My house is okay. I’ve got others staying with me.”
The woman looked at Jackie and cocked her head as if she didn’t understand the offer. She coughed again and gagged against the smoke.
Jackie stood, staying as low as possible, and wrapped her fingers around the woman’s thick upper arm. “C’mon,” she said. “Let’s go.”
The woman vacantly complied and followed Jackie down the street, away from the flames and heat. They ran like helicopter blades swirled just above their heads until they’d turned left twice and found themselves on Jackie’s street.
Jackie blinked away the sting of the remnant smoke and lowered her shirt. She stood tall and walked. Her back ached. Her head throbbed. Her lips felt swollen and cracked.
“My name is Jackie,” she said. “I live over here.” She motioned toward her house with her chin.
“I’m Candace,” the woman said. “I just moved in last—” She hesitated. “We just moved in last week. My boyfriend Chad.” Her face contorted and she stopped walking. Tears pooled in her eyes and streaked clean wet lines down her face. “That was Chad,” she sobbed.
Jackie stopped and pulled Candace into an embrace. She gathered the young woman in her arms and held her in the street. The snap of flames crackled in the distance.
 



CHAPTER 3
FRIDAY, JANUARY 24, 2020, 10:40 PM CST
DINOSAUR VALLEY STATE PARK, TEXAS
Rick Walsh stood overlooking Opossum Creek on the western edge of the park. “We should start heading back to the tent, boys. It’s late.”
His son, Kenny, and Kenny’s friend Chris Shepard were twenty feet below him, perched halfway down the steep limestone ledge that led to the water below. For much of the late afternoon, they’d spent their day looking down at their feet, trying to identify the sauropod and theropod tracks preserved in the creek bed. For the last hour, they’d gazed skyward at the red aurora that undulated and floated in the northern sky to their right.
“Five more minutes?” Kenny called to his dad.
“Please?” Chris chimed in.
“Five minutes,” Rick agreed. He stared at what he was sure was an aurora. He’d seen the northern lights on a business trip to Canada years before and they were unmistakable. He didn’t understand, however, why they’d be so far south or why they were red.
The only explanation was a magnetic storm of some kind. They’d had no warning, however, and he hadn’t received any news alerts on his iPhone, which was odd.
They’d finished dinner at their campsite and walked over to the communal restrooms to clean up for the night when the boys had insisted on a nighttime hike back to Track Site Area One. Even though he’d been exhausted from the five-hour drive and setting up camp, Rick had relented.
It wasn’t often he got time with his son. Every other weekend, alternating holidays, and two weeks during the summer didn’t cut it. So when he had the chance, he tried to make the most of it. His ex complained he spoiled Kenny. He didn’t disagree with her. The whole mess was his fault. There was no point in arguing with her anymore. She deserved that much.
Rick pulled a sports bottle from the pack he’d slung over one shoulder and squeezed a shot of warm Gatorade into his mouth. “Remember to drink, boys,” he called out. “Even if it’s cold out, you can get dehydrated.
The boys were pointing at the sky, their hands waving excitedly as they talked. He smiled. Kenny was a good kid. He surrounded himself with good kids. Rick had worried the divorce would ruin his boy and send him down a bad path. So far, so good. Although it had only been six months, still, it was a small victory.
“Excuse me, sir.”
The voice from behind Rick startled him. He tensed, spun quickly, and backed up a step. “Yes?”
It was a park ranger straddling a mountain bike and holding a flashlight aimed at Rick’s feet. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you, but I need to ask you to return to your campsite.”
Rick studied the young ranger. His uniform was neatly pressed, creases along the sleeves and down the front of his pants.
“Okay,” Rick replied hesitantly. “Why is that?”
The ranger pointed his light toward the aurora. “We’re asking all campers to return to their sites.”
Rick followed the bluish white LED beam with his eyes. “Because of that?”
“Yes, sir. Well, not exactly. But yes. We’ve experienced a park-wide power failure. For everyone’s safety, we’re asking you return to your campsite.”
“Power is out park wide?”
“Yes,” he said. “My truck isn’t working either. None of them are.”
“Sounds like an electromagnetic pulse,” Rick said. “I read a book about it by that news guy Ted Koppel.”
The ranger shrugged. He took his flashlight with both hands and used one to wind a crank on the top of it. “This still works at least,” he said. “So, you’ll head back to your site, please?”
“Sure thing.” Rick turned his attention to the boys. “Kenny, Chris, c’mon. We need to go.”
The ranger nodded his thanks and hopped back onto his bike. He affixed the flashlight to a clip on the handlebars and sped off into the darkness.
Rick watched him disappear. “He had no idea what I was talking about,” he mumbled, shaking his head. Despite warnings, he knew a lot of people were ignorant to the threat of an electromagnetic pulse, an EMP. That didn’t explain the aurora, necessarily. And he didn’t understand why it was red and not green.
Rick was a pencil pusher in the energy industry. He wasn’t a scientist, so he couldn’t connect the two definitively. But something bad had happened, that much he knew for sure.
The boys finished their climb up the limestone steps and joined Rick in the parking lot. Both of them stopped and downed long swigs of their Gatorade.
“You guys ready? We should head back.”
“Dad,” said Kenny, “this is so cool. Seriously.”
“Mr. Walsh,” Chris said, “you should have come down there. It was awesome.”
Rick smiled and tousled Kenny’s hair, then patted Chris on the shoulder. “I got a good look from here, but I’m glad you enjoyed it. It is pretty cool.”
He led them across the wide parking lot toward their campsite a quarter mile away on the edge of the meandering creek. As the three of them trudged in the relative red-hued darkness, Rick looked to his left.
The air was still. The night was sinking from chilly to cold. Rick adjusted the pack on his back, tightening his grip on the strap. As beautiful as it was, he was sure that aurora was a harbinger of doom.
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 11:03 PM CST
DINOSAUR VALLEY STATE PARK, TEXAS
Rick leaned against the hood of his 1978 Jeep Cherokee Chief. His boot heel was resting against the bottom well of the large wheel on the driver’s side. He was chewing on his thumbnail, watching the aurora with less enthusiasm every passing minute.
The boys were in the tent a few feet away. They’d fallen asleep after some resistance and negotiations for an early wake-up call.
Rick only relented to their demands because none of their watches or phones were working. There was no way they’d wake up early. At least he hoped that was the case.
“Hey,” a timid voice whispered through the trees behind Rick. “Sorry to bother you. You got a second?”
Rick squinted to see an older man standing at the clump of pines separating his campsite from the one next to it. His hands were stuffed into his pockets. His eyes were peering over the tops of reading glasses, and he was bald. The red aura reflected off the smooth dome of his head.
Rick pushed his boot onto the tire and forced himself straight onto both feet. He moved toward the visitor.
“What’s up?” Rick asked. “You need something?”
The man pulled up his loose-fitting pants with his hands still in the pockets. His long-sleeved shirt was buttoned to the collar. “I don’t reckon I need anything,” he said in a slow, deliberate drawl. “I just wanted to take a survey.”
“Yeah?”
The man pulled his hand out and offered it to Rick. “I’m Mumphrey,” he said. “I’m here all the time. Grandkids love the place. I come on my own sometimes.”
Rick shook the man’s bony, frail grip. “I’m Rick.”
The man let go of Rick’s hand and fingered his glasses higher onto his thin nose. He stretched his face, making a perfect oval with his lips as he adjusted the frames. His movement, like his speech, reminded Rick of a wise old turtle working as fast as it could.
Rick folded his arms across his chest. “A survey, you said?”
Mumphrey’s forehead wrinkles deepened. “I’ve got some concerns, that’s all. I already checked with my neighbor on the other side and figured I might pick your brain too.”
Rick shrugged. “Go ahead.”
“I’ve got a camper,” said Mumphrey, nodding toward his site. “It’s a little pop-up. Ain’t much. But it’s enough space for me and the grandkids. Like I said, they come with me most times.”
“I saw it earlier,” said Rick. “Looks nice.”
A sheepish smile stretched across the old man’s face. “Thanks,” he said. “I try to keep it up. You know, clean and all. It’s easy to let something like a pop-up go to pot.”
“I’m sure.”
“It’s got an icebox, a little microwave too. The grandkids like popcorn. So it’s good for that.”
“I’ll bet.”
Mumphrey leaned toward Rick, his eyes big behind the slipping black frames of his glasses. “Well,” he said, “none of it’s working. Plum broke. Icebox, microwave, everything. Nothing’s working. I checked fuses; I tried shore power on them little posts they got at the sites. Nothing.”
“You have a generator?”
Mumphrey nodded. “It’s a nice little Honda EU 2000. Got a computer inverter on it for laptops and whatnot. It won’t start.”
Rick glanced back to the aurora. “Huh.”
Mumphrey crossed his arms and scratched his pointy elbow. He looked like he was playing an instrument. “I’m asking if you got any problems like that. I asked the other neighbor too.”
“What did he say?”
“She.”
“What did she say?”
“She’s by herself,” he said. “I think she’s an athlete or something. She was sitting at the picnic table, looking at the sky. I think I might have startled her. But I asked her.”
Rick took a deep breath through his nose and bit the inside of his lip. Mumphrey seemed like a nice enough guy. “What did she say?”
“Her car wouldn’t start. Her phone was dead. She was a tick nervous, I think. That’s why I think I startled her. She does have a flashlight that works, though.”
“Our flashlights are working too. You said she was an athlete?”
“Yeah. She’s real fit looking. She has one of them stickers on the back of her car. It’s got numbers on it, like a marathon or something.”
“What about your phone, Mr. Mumphrey? Is it working?”
The old man smiled and raised a finger into the air. “Come to think of it,” he said, “I ain’t checked it yet.” He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a phone. He flipped it open and stared at it.
“Doesn’t work?”
Mumphrey looked over the tops of his glasses. “I’ll be,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s deader than a doornail.”
“My phone doesn’t work either,” said Rick. “None of ours do.”
The old man cocked his head to the side. “Ours? You got somebody with you? Sorry if I’m intruding and all. Just wanted to take a survey.”
“My boy and his friend.”
“I bet they like it here.”
“They do.”
“All right then,” said Mumphrey. “Just wondering what’s going on. That’s all.”
Rick smiled. “No problem. If you need anything, you let me know.”
“Nothing yet,” said Mumphrey. “I might need help starting that woman’s car in the morning. You got jumper cables?”
“I do,” said Rick. “Happy to help.”
Mumphrey nodded and waved goodbye. He trudged back to his pop-up. Rick rubbed his chin with his hand, the idea of an EMP sparking again in his mind.
The lines in his forehead deepened as he considered the implications of an EMP, of a prolonged loss of power. There were various causes, a nuclear attack being one of them.
He couldn’t, didn’t want to, wrap his head around the idea of war. It couldn’t be that. They’d already know if the Russians, the Chinese, North Koreans, or Iranians had bombed them.
Wouldn’t we?
He pushed the thought from his mind and looked back at the aurora. Maybe this wasn’t a foreign power exerting its will, but rather Mother Nature. It was some sort of geomagnetic storm. That would explain the aurora.
Wouldn’t it?
Rick felt the sting of fatigue in his eyes. He yawned. There was nothing he could do. He might as well try to sleep.
He walked over to the tent and unzipped the entry flap. Inside, hanging from the center of the pitch on a vinyl tab was a circular LED light. It was attached with a carabiner and swung a bit when Rick spread the flap open and squeezed into the space.
The swinging light gave Rick a good look at both boys. They were neck deep in their sleeping bags. His son wore a beanie to cover his head.
Rick lowered himself onto all fours and rolled over to sit on the edge of his sleeping bag. He slipped off his hiking boots one at a time and pushed them to the corner of the tent before reaching up to turn off the light.
He slid into his own bag and pulled it up to his chest and closed his eyes, feeling the bubble of air seep from the quilted polyester. Regardless of the cause of the power outage, his gut told him it wouldn’t be short-lived. He’d need his rest.
Saturday would be a long day.
 



CHAPTER 4
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 4 HOURS, 23 MINUTES, 43 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
Clayton was sick of waiting. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t give physics and biology the time they needed. His friends were in danger of dying, if not dead already, and his family was grappling with an apocalypse. The faster he got outside, the faster he could get back and go home.
He stared at the Russian Orlan suit, an MKS model. It was semirigid, which made it easier to don. He could suit up by himself. If he’d had to use an American suit, he’d be stuck. Those took two people to outfit. With the Orlan, he could prep alone in a half hour.
Clayton considered the task ahead and cursed. He could die by trying to rescue to men who might already be dead. An image of Jackie flashed in his mind. He could hear her voice pleading with him to forego the rescue mission and climb into the Soyuz.
The astronaut always buried the black rot in his gut that told him he was selfish. He was an adventurer, an adrenaline-seeker, an avid outdoorsman. Those were all code words for someone who cared only about himself, without thinking about the consequences his needs had on those around him.
His mind drifted to a conversation he’d had with Jackie a couple of weeks before leaving for Moscow. He could remember every word, the glisten in her eyes, the tight grip of her fists as she spoke through a clenched jaw.
“I didn’t ask for this,” she’d said. “I didn’t marry an astronaut. I fell in love with an engineer. A safe, boring, brilliant engineer. This wasn’t part of the deal. You blowing up in a rocket wasn’t written in our vows.”
He’d been sitting on the foot of the bed, listening without interruption. He knew better than to argue. He’d been married long enough and she’d been making salient points.
She was standing as far away from him as she could and still be in the room. “I knew you liked parasailing and hiking and crap like that, but that’s not space travel.”
Against his better judgment, he’d put a finger to his lips. “The kids will hear you.”
Her eyes widened with rage. “I don’t care if the whole neighborhood hears me!” she’d blasted. “The children are more frightened than I am. Chris keeps talking about Apollo One and Challenger and Columbia. Marie has asked what we do if you die in space and there’s nothing to bury.”
Clayton had slumped where he sat, each word stinging more than the last.
“It doesn’t help that they watch these stupid movies with astronauts dying on asteroids or on Mars,” she’d said. “And with YouTube…”
Her face had gone from anger to worry. Tears had streaked down her face. Without saying anything, Clayton stood from the bed and moved quietly to her, his arms outstretched.
She’d backed away, then relented, the tight balls of her fists relaxing and then gripping his shoulders when he embraced her. They’d cried together. Clayton could still feel the syncopated rise and fall of their chests and backs as they’d wept.
Seconds had turned to minutes before they’d let go of one another. Jackie had searched his eyes, he remembered. He’d wondered then, and now, what she’d hoped to find.
He’d swallowed hard and fought the warble of his voice before he spoke. He’d measured his words, not wanting to make promises he couldn’t keep.
“You are as selfless as you are strong,” he’d said. “You are what grounds our family. You ground me.”
She had chuckled through her tears. “Not well enough.”
“You have every right to be afraid. The kids do too. I get your anger. You’re right, you didn’t sign up for this.”
“That wasn’t entirely fair,” she’d admitted. “You did ask if you could apply for the corps and I did say yes. I just never thought they’d take you.”
Clayton had started to laugh, but saw she wasn’t joking.
“We’ve been training for a long time. We wouldn’t be going up there if I thought for a second I wouldn’t be coming back,” he’d said. “I plan on living a ridiculously long life with you and our children and our grandchildren.”
“You need to talk to the children,” she’d said. “They need to hear the same thing. They won’t tell you how they’re feeling.”
Clayton had agreed. He’d talked with Marie and Chris. He’d told them to stay off of YouTube. He’d told them no American had ever died in space. He’d told them there were a zillion safety measures designed so he’d get home safe and in one piece.
He’d never promised them he’d be back though. He’d never promised them he’d survive the mission. Their frightened faces were the ones seared into his mind as he glanced over at the Orlan helmet and refocused his attention as best he could on the task ahead.
Its gold reflective visor reflected his image as if he were looking into a funhouse mirror. The patch on the suit was triangular. It was the Expedition patch the Russians had designed. In its center was the ISS encircled by yellow sun rays. The names Voin, Greenwood, and Shepard were stitched across the top of the station. Expedition 58, written in English and in Russian, was embossed along the bottom of the patch in a semicircle.
“Ek-spe-dit-see-ya,” Clayton said in his best central Russian dialect. “Pee-aht-des-yat vosem.” He laughed at himself. “More like, Ek-spe-dit-see-ya pos-led-niy,” he said, recalling one of the few Russian words in his vocabulary. Posledniy. In English it meant last.
Clayton chastised himself for not having studied enough Russian before his trip. Jackie had bought him Rosetta Stone as a Christmas gift a year earlier. He’d listened to the first couple of hours before procrastinating on the rest. Then time ran out and he was on his way to Moscow. He could read the language better than he could speak it, although that wasn’t saying much. And really, the words he could read were bastardized English forced into Cyrillic lettering.
He was able to pick out some of the sounds because the letters were similar enough to the Greek alphabet. Still, all in all, he had the vocabulary of a two-year-old.
Fortunately for him, donning an Orlan MKS EVA suit was relatively self-explanatory in any language. The suit had a fully automated thermal control system and a built-in computer. Incredibly, the suit was undamaged by the magnetic blast.
The MKS was a brilliant piece of engineering. Its pressurization layer was much more durable than the American suits. It was a Belgian polyurethane that was so strong, it enabled the Russian designers to lose a backup layer, making the suit lighter and more flexible. It was also height adjustable. Most importantly for Clayton, a crew member could suit up without any help.
He slipped into his LCG, the periwinkle blue liquid cooling garment that was laced with tubing along his arms and thighs. With a pneumohydraulic control panel on the outside of the Orlan, he could adjust the level and temperature of water circulating through the LCG. It would help prevent him from freezing or overheating during the EVA.
Unlike the American extravehicular mobility unit, the EMU spacesuit, the Orlan was one size fits all. The EMU was built like clothing and was customized for each user. The Orlan had custom gloves. That was it.
Clayton looked at the timer; he had twenty minutes left before he could open the airlock to the outside. It might take him that long to finish outfitting himself.
To put on the suit, he opened a door on the back of it. With a little help from the microgravity environment in the airlock, he floated into the suit feet first and sat on the lower ledge of the doorframe. He slid his arms into the sleeves and then ducked into the suit, his head fitting into the affixed helmet.
He took a deep breath and reached down to his right side. He pulled a lever to close the back of the suit, and with his right hand reached across to his left side to connect a metal hook that sealed the door. The arms were too big, his fingers barely reaching into the cuffs at the end of the suit. At each bicep there was a crank lever he could spin to shorten or lengthen the arms. One turn at a time, he shrank the arms until his wrists were free of the suit and his fingers slid into the attached, custom gloves.
At his waist dangled a pair of tethers, one white and one orange. He’d use them to attach to handrails once he exited the airlock. They’d allow him to slide along the edge of the station with some modicum of safety should he lose his footing.
The specialists on the ground, who’d trained him in the use of the Orlan and the EMU, called the movements along the outside of the ISS “translating.” He shook his head. NASA and its vocabulary.
Clayton held the orange tether in his hand and rubbed it with his gloved thumb. He chuckled thinking about it.
“Just call it floating,” he mumbled. “Translate? Seriously?”
He looked down at his chest. On the right was the ECP, the electronic control panel that regulated the fans and pumps inside the suit. There was also a small computer there with a digital display for error messages.
At his ribcage, on the left side, was the pneumohydraulic control panel, which controlled the oxygen that kept him alive, and the lever that regulated the liquid inside the LCG.
The suit was lightweight. Clayton thought it less clunky than the EMU. The Russians were always a step or two ahead technologically. They weren’t as afraid to take risks.
Maybe it was because they’d never had a Challenger or a Columbia. Maybe it was because they didn’t lose Apollo astronauts to a devastating fire on the ground.
Whatever it was, the Russians were better at space. They were the cowboys Americans once were and that Clayton wished they still were.
It wasn’t NASA’s fault, Clayton reasoned. It was bureaucrats in Washington who turned over every four to eight years and couldn’t think beyond their own reelections.
They hamstrung the ingenuity and genius of the people at NASA and her contractors. They bombed JSC and KSC with eggs and then forced the brilliant, hardworking dreamers who put men and women into space to walk on the broken shells for fear of losing everything related to exploration.
It was as simple as an iPod or a Nikon. NASA would take months or years to test the off-gassing of some new work-enhancing product they could employ in the Shuttle, when it existed, or on the ISS.
Russia would fill the Progress supply vehicle with the latest and greatest techno-toys and tell their people to have at it. They didn’t worry about the minutia of if the big picture made sense.
The Orlan was the perfect example. The Russian brass listened to their people, the operators in space who knew what it was like to live in orbit, and they adjusted.
The Americans didn’t. They tested and retested and retested on Earth. While the Russians were using the rear-door entry suits for decades, the Americans were still working on one for future missions to the moon and Mars.
The moon. A place they’d gone a half-century earlier and hadn’t returned to.
Mars might as well be outside the Milky Way. If they couldn’t cope with a burst of radiation in low Earth orbit, how would they function two hundred and twenty-five million kilometers away?
Clayton was venting as he tried to distract himself from the fear that washed over him when he stepped to the airlock. Fear didn’t fit him. He wasn’t sure what to do with it.
He unhooked the suit from an umbilical and flipped on the Orlan’s internal battery before checking the computer at his chest and adjusting the flow of oxygen into the helmet. His body was warm, but he didn’t adapt the temperature of the LCG. He knew once he stepped out into space, “translating” along the handrail outside the airlock, he’d get cold.
“This is what I call a major pucker factor,” he said. “No doubt.”
It was time.
Clayton’s pulse quickened, thumping against his neck as he lowered the airlock pressure to near zero. He depressed the airlock, maneuvered the lever as he’d been taught in training, and exited the hatch.
He found himself on the verge of hyperventilating, like the first time he’d scuba dived in Pennekamp Coral Reef State Park in Key Largo. Gliding through the lock, he reminded himself to breathe in and out slowly and evenly. The breathing kept him calm and conserved air.
He floated from the lock to the station’s exterior without taking in the remarkable view in front of him, then turned to close the hatch and affix his dual straps to the handrails along the outside of the Russian module.
Once connected, Clayton took one final deep breath and exhaled. His eyes widened and sweat bloomed on his brow. The seriousness of his task mixed with the excitement and anxiety of his first spacewalk created a tingling sensation that caught him off-guard.
All of the hours of training in the Neutral Buoyancy Laboratory in Houston hadn’t fully prepared him for a real EVA. The NBL pool was two hundred feet long, one hundred feet wide, and forty feet deep. It held more than six million gallons of water designed to mimic weightlessness by providing the neutrality between floating and sinking in water. In the NBL Clayton had felt the weight of his suit, felt the drag as he moved. In space, he felt the weight of the mission.
It pressed on him like gravity.
Clayton shuddered, a tingle running along his spine. He’d taken the DRINK ME potion without realizing it, but he could taste it on his lips.
“What a curious feeling! I must be shutting up like a telescope.” Louis Carroll’s famous, prescient words from Adventures in Wonderland hung in his mind.
The vastness of space washed over him and he instantly felt infinitesimal. The station, the moon, and the Earth were tiny. Their place in the universe shrank as he scanned the overwhelming depth of blackness surrounding him. The sun was on the other side of the planet. It was darker than he’d imagined darkness could be.
He was at once hot and cold. In space there was no up or down. Everything was relative. He felt twisted inside. He looked down at his feet and saw the Earth below him. Or was it above him? Regardless, it hung there away from him, speeding and spinning through space. A true spaceship on an endless voyage.
Clayton looked away from Earth and outward toward the stars. They were brighter than he imagined, more crystalline even than they appeared from the Cupola, sparkling and strobing light years away. He thought about that light, the energy released from those stars. It was the same energy that tore away from the Sun and churned through the ISS and Earth.
He recalled Astronaut Rick Mastracchio’s words. He finally understood them. Mastracchio, a veteran of three shuttle missions and one ISS expedition, once said, “Seeing Earth from inside the spacecraft is great, but it is nothing compared to seeing it through the large visor of the helmet. Imagine looking at the ocean from the deck of a boat versus jumping in the ocean and splashing around. Everyone wants to splash around, even in space.”
Clayton was in the ocean, all right. He was in the deep end without a life vest.
He listened to the sound of his own breathing and refocused on the task at hand. He moved carefully along the rails and then gently pushed away from the relative security of the station’s exterior hull. It didn’t take much until he was floating free.
As he drifted from the ISS, he held on to the twin tethers at his waist, not ready to let go. They extended to their full length, stretching the fabric when Clayton’s body jerked, his pelvis pulled forward as he swam helplessly back toward the station.
He quickly let go of the tethers and held his hands out, preparing for the impact against the Russian module. It was coming at him faster than he expected. He managed to raise his hands at the right moment and stop himself. He grabbed onto the railing with one hand and gripped his glove tight around the bar as his momentum carried him away from the station again. He strained and pulled in with his arm, steadying himself at the side of the station.
Clayton evened his breathing and found the dial on the left side of his chest. He spun it to lower the temperature of the cooling liquid. He blinked away the sweat in his eyes and licked it from his upper lip.
Enjoying the cool rush across his arms and legs, he regrouped. He had to get to his crewmates.
“Get it together, Shepard,” he told himself. Then he whispered the secret astronaut prayer frequently muttered by the few men and women in the history of the planet who’d ventured beyond the bounds of Earth’s atmosphere.
“Lord,” he prayed, “please don’t let me F this up.”
Clayton looked down at his feet again and saw the familiar outline of the Baltic Sea. It was morning there.
The ISS was over Russia.
He spoke, activating the hot mic in his suit. “Korolyov, this is station on space-to-ground one. Comm check.” He spoke so quickly his words slurred together.
He tried in butchered Russian. “Korolyov, eto stant-siya- na zem-ly-u o-din,” he said. “Test sv-yazi.”
No response. Frustrated, he manually keyed the mic. Nothing.
He switched channels and tried again in both languages. Nothing. He reached out to Roscosmos Headquarters in Moscow, Russian Launch Control in Baikonur, and GCTC in Star City. Either nobody could hear him, or his radio wasn’t transmitting. His breath and the pulse thumping blood through his head were the only sounds he could hear.
Clayton clenched his jaw. “Der’mo,” he muttered. It was one of three curse words Boris Voin had successfully taught him during their meals together on board the station. The ISS had hosted more than two hundred spacewalks in its twenty-year life. None of them, Clayton was sure, were like his.
He gripped both gloves around the railing on the edge of the Russian module and worked his way toward the port photovoltaic arrays. The station generated power with the help of eight solar arrays, four on either side. Together, they produced eighty-four kilowatts of power to what was effectively the size of a six-bedroom house. The arrays spanned wider than the wings of a Boeing 777. If laid side by side, they’d cover an acre of land.
Voin and Greenwood had quickly maneuvered their way, more skillfully than Clayton, to the port one truss segment. It was effectively the joint that connected the central components of the ISS with the interior port array.
In addition to the debris, or space dirt, they’d found underneath the cover of the malfunctioning joint, they’d discovered cell damage. They’d concluded that much in the first ninety minutes of the EVA. That damage had further reduced the array’s output, compounding the potential danger. Once they’d cleaned the debris from under the joint cover, they were painstakingly trying to repair the damaged cells.
The irony wasn’t lost on Clayton. The very power they harnessed to operate their modest orbiting outpost was the same that was killing it.
Greenwood’s tethers were affixed to port trusses three and four. Voin was connected on the opposite side of the array at port truss five.
The station fit together like Legos from different kits. Over the course of nearly two decades, the station grew exponentially from the single forty-two-foot-long Russian Zarya control module launched in 1998.
That same year, the United States added another eighteen feet with Unity. Gradually, the ISS expanded piece by piece. The trusses held the variety of nodes and modules in place and were the mounts for unpressurized components. There were eleven of them and they were what engineers called the “bus structure” for the ISS. They were named for their planned positions on the station. Z for Zenith, P for port, S for starboard.
The S0 truss was none of the above. It was essentially at the effective center of the station. Officially designated the Center Integrated Truss Assembly Starboard 0 Truss, S0 was the backbone of the station. All of the external utilities for the habitable ISS modules and nodes ran through S0. Power, data, video, and ammonia for the automatic thermal control system connected from the S0 across the station. It also housed four GPS antennas. Running along its length was a track that provided a path for a robotic arm to move along the truss. That arm was also known as the Canadarm2.
Clayton floated smoothly across the forty-foot-long truss on the side opposite the arm. Methodically he crept along the rails, focusing on each movement. He felt the urgency boiling up within him the closer he got to the array and fought the urge to speed up. His attention was focused fully on the truss in front of him. He worked it as if he were walking the thin ledge of a skyscraper. He looked straight ahead at the truss. Not down. Not up. Not to either side.
As he inched closer to the port edge of the large gray structure, he swung around to look directly ahead at where he was going. His heart sank.
“I’m an idiot.” The words bounced around inside his helmet. “A total freaking idiot.” He clenched his jaw and bit the inside of his lip.
Straight ahead, blocking his movement to the arrays and his crewmates, was the P1 truss segment. He was on the wrong side of it, the side from which a long radiator extended, blocking his path. There was no way around it.
Not all astronauts were created equal. They came from different backgrounds and had different mentalities. Together they made complete mission teams. Separately they each had their strengths and weaknesses.
If instructed to flip a light switch, an astronaut who was militarily trained would do it without pause. A scientist serving as a payload or mission specialist would ask why. He or she would question the order, the reasoning behind it. They would ask not only about the switch but the need for light. What color light? Did the task even need light?
An engineer, though, would play with the switch, remove its housing, understand how it functioned, and then after making sure a switch was the best way to engage the mechanism and initiate said task, he or she would flip it. Or, alternatively, the engineer would replace it with a dial, a knob, or a lever.
At that moment, Clayton was glad he was an engineer. He was a problem solver who could think quickly and remove obstacles blocking the completion of any task.
That was why NASA had chosen him from among the thousands of astronaut applicants in his class. He saw a problem; he mentally and physically parsed it into its essential pieces; he fixed it.
Clayton stared at the radiator. It was a problem. He’d solve it.
First, though, he lowered the temperature of the liquid snaking through his suit. A chill spreading over him forced an involuntary shiver.
Clayton turned as would a man with a stiff neck to look back at where he’d already translated. It would take too long to move all the way back to where he started and then maneuver to the opposite side of the truss. His friends’ lives might depend on his speed.
He spun back to the radiator and then faced the truss. He looked down.
“All right,” he said. “That’s the answer.”
Clayton accessed the rough blueprint of the station’s exterior in his mind. Why he had ignored it when first exiting the ISS was a question he couldn’t answer. He hoped it hadn’t ruined the mission.
He closed his eyes and mentally traversed the underside of the truss. He would clip and unclip the tethers as he moved, like a rock climber would edge up the sheer face of a peak. He’d then maneuver to the opposite side of the truss, beyond the Candaarm2 and at the beginning of the P1 truss. That would allow him to find the rails on that side of the ISS and move outward toward the array, Voin, and Greenwood.
“You can do this,” he assured himself. He took a deep breath and unhooked the first tether.
From a distance, the S0 truss looked vaguely like the underside of an Imperial Class Star Destroyer. Up close it was a series of beams and connectors that provided plenty of spots to attach the tethers.
Clayton worked along the truss with ease. Like a child on monkey bars, he unhooked one tether, pulled himself in the right direction, hooked the tether, and unhooked the other before repeating the process.
A confident smile spread across his face as he moved. He felt it in his cheeks as the plan he envisioned propelled him to the underside of the truss.
Once underneath the large structure, he pulled his legs even with his torso. Lying on his back, parallel to the underside of the truss, he slowed his momentum. Unhook. Pull. Hook. Unhook. Pull. Hook. Unhook.
He neared the edge of the underside and stopped, using his arms and hips to lower his legs beneath him. He was close to the Canadarm2 and was on the correct side of it. He unhooked the longer tether and hung there for a moment before turning back to look at how far he’d moved. As he did, he lost his grip. Worse, he’d gotten out of his rhythm when he stopped and didn’t retether the smaller cord.
Clayton was suddenly floating free.
It happened slowly and yet impossibly fast. It didn’t take much of a movement to create tremendous momentum given his mass.
He reached with both arms, stretching as far as he could. He grabbed nothing. In space it was more difficult to judge distance. The relativity of things was off. How could it not be when he floated above a planet with a four-thousand-mile radius?
To make his predicament more dire, he was in an Orlan and not an EMU.
Despite all of the advantages of the Orlan suit Clayton wore, there was one major disadvantage. It was not equipped with SAFER.
SAFER—Simplified Aid For EVA Rescue—was an emergency jet-propulsion pack on the back of NASA’s EMU. It was specifically designed for a moment like this.
In an emergency, astronauts who became untethered from the ISS could use the system to guide themselves to safety. It was a smaller version of the MMU used regularly on EVAs. He was wearing an emergency Orlan. This eagle, the English translation of the Russian suit’s namesake, had no wings. Clayton floated free of the structure. He was moving, untethered, away from S0 truss.
The suit suddenly felt hot. He reached out with both hands, sweat dripping into his eyes. He flailed as the vacuum of low Earth orbit carried him away in its unending current. He twisted, trying to turn around and grab something. Anything.
Flashes of his family flickered in his mind; Jackie’s trembling hand as he slipped the ring onto her finger, the bright blue of Marie’s eyes staring into his the first time he held her in the minutes after she was born, Chris splashing in the water at Dinosaur Valley State Park, convinced he could attract a T. rex if he made enough noise. The bright flashes turned dark.
He saw his father’s cancer-ravaged body holding his mother’s hand as they walked along the Seawall in Galveston. His steps were fragile as he looked out at the waves crashing against the jetties. Her weight held up his; her balance was his.
He saw his twin’s open casket and the white makeup that caked her young face. The injuries that killed her were hidden beneath the new satin dress their mother had purchased for a middle school dance. She’d been the smart one. She’d been the achiever. She’d been the one not wearing a seatbelt even though he’d reminded her when they’d climbed into the backseat of their family sedan.
There was Jackie again, closed off and distant. He’d chosen his own needs and wants over that of the family. He was a selfish prick, she’d told him more than once. He’d gone for the glory and the fame and the adulation instead of what really mattered. He’d placed love of self above love of family. Jackie had warned him the children were drifting from him. Now he was the one drifting.
Clayton’s stomach lurched. His pulse pounded against his temples and neck. He fought against the panic spreading through his core like a virus.
“Think,” he said aloud in his helmet. “Damn it. Think, Shepard. Do something.”
It was too late. He was free of the truss. He was floating away from it. There was no jetpack to help him. There was nobody to save him. Clayton Shepard was drifting to a certain silent death.
He didn’t feel it through the panic coursing through him like a numbing agent. But when the Canadarm2 elbow hit the back of his own, he instinctively reached behind his back and grabbed.
His gloved hand slid along the robotic arm for several feet, his fingers unable to grasp anything. Clayton tried spinning to face the arm but couldn’t. He blindly grabbed and prodded at the arm, watching the truss and the body of the ISS drift farther away. He was easily thirty or forty feet from the structure. Momentum shifted his body as he floated, the action of his hand grappling at the arm rotating him enough that as he inched toward the end of the arm he caught one of three wrist joints with a clawed glove.
He grabbed it, hanging on against the invisible force tugging at him, urging him deeper into space. Clayton’s muscles tensed and he gnashed his teeth.
His fingers slipped but held on as the momentum slowed and dissipated. His feet floated back toward the ISS. He was upright, or what felt like it, and he pulled himself toward the arm. With his right hand he found one of the tethers and connected it to the other. He took the elongated tether and looped it around the arm like a lumberjack might attach himself to a tree. He latched the large loop at his waist and exhaled deeply.
He turned to face away from the ISS. He was at the very end of the fifty-seven-foot-long arm. Had he missed the wrist joint…
No. He didn’t want to think about it.
He pushed himself back to face the ISS. From the end of the Canadarm2, he could see much of the station. He scanned the structure, and to the right of it, for the first time since exiting the airlock, he saw his crewmates.
Both of them floated lifelessly near the interior port array. Their long tethers snaked from their waists to the trusses. Both men looked like they were awaiting hugs with their arms floating wide.
Clayton hoped they were unconscious and not dead. Regardless, it didn’t change his mission. He shifted back to put the arm at his left hip. The arm was bent at a slight angle, but it was close enough to straight that Clayton could navigate a clean shot back to the ISS structure.
The SSRMS arm—the Space Station Remote Manipulator System—was based on the much smaller version housed inside the now decommissioned Space Shuttle. Unlike that shuttle version, the one permanently affixed to the station wasn’t limited by its length. The tracks along the trusses allowed the arm to move and reach virtually every part of the station. Clayton admired its engineering, its simple complexity. The Canadarm2 had much of the flexibility of a human arm. It had seven degrees of freedom. There were three shoulder joints, one at the elbow, and three more at the wrist. One of the joints stayed locked. The other six of them could rotate an astonishing five hundred and forty degrees, which was greater flexibility than the most advanced yogi.
Clayton slid the tether and carefully moved along the SSRMS, using one hand to gently propel himself toward his goal. More cautious than he was before his near-death experience, he deliberately navigated the fifty-seven feet back to the main structure with his gloved hands. When he reached the elbow, he noticed two of the arm’s four cameras. He looked into the one closest to him and started talking to it.
“I’ve never thought much of Canada,” he said. “It’s not that I have anything against Canadians. I’ve known a few. Nice people, grounded, good hearts. I’ve just never thought about their country.”
He glided past the camera but kept talking to himself as he worked. “When I do think of Canada, I think of Dudley Do-Right from the old Rocky and Bullwinkle cartoons. I think of John Candy. Ryan Reynolds.”
He moved robotically, an inch at a time, and kept his mind focused on the absurd. “Candy was hilarious. Everything he touched was gold. And Reynolds. I didn’t really like Green Lantern, but the dude killed it in Deadpool.
“Aside from that,” he said, his voice hollow in his helmet, “there’s syrup and Canadian bacon, which is, like, ham. There’s ice hockey. The oil sands. Not much else. Canada is the kid from high school you forget about until you crack open your yearbook years later, right?”
Clayton was three-quarters of the way back to the station. He moved with an unconsciously confident rhythm.
“That has all changed now,” he said. “For the rest of my life I am praising Canada first thing in the morning and the last thing at night. I am rooting for the Canucks or Canadiens. Hell, I’ll even pull for the Raptors as long as they’re not playing the Rockets. I’ll fill my iPad with movies only starring Canadians. I’ll stop ordering the Sausage McMuffin and stick with the original, the one with the Canadian bacon. I’ll even listen to Nickelback.”
He chuckled as he reached the base of the arm, which was connected to the Mobile Servicing System. The MSS was the mechanism that rolled back and forth along the tracks. He unhooked the elongated safety tethers and drew the loop around the SSRMS. He disconnected them and hooked one tether to the MSS, then pushed himself back to the S0 truss and grabbed with both hands.
“Yeah,” he said. “On second thought, no Nickelback. I won’t go that far.”
Clayton turned to face the port side of the ISS. He’d wasted a lot of time with his miscalculations. He checked the display on the computer at his chest. There were no error messages, but he knew the Orlan could only process his breathable air for seven hours. The mechanism that removed, or scrubbed, carbon dioxide from his air would slowly fill, and he’d suffocate.
“All right,” he said. “Shallow breaths. In and out. No more mistakes.”
Clayton translated along the truss toward the array, drawing closer to his crewmates. Both were friends. Both were good men. Both had families awaiting them back home.
He used his tether method to move outward along the side of the ISS, making compact movements rather than larger, risky ones. The farther out he moved, the farther away he was from the life-saving Canadarm2.
His thoughts shifted from Boris’s and Ben’s families to his own. He knew from the missing yellow spider webs of light that North America was without power. The density of those lights represented large cities, big populations. He loved looking at them from the Cupola. He and the others would try to identify the cities by those lights. It was an impossible task now.
The dark Earth was as frightening to Clayton as what he was facing, translating the edge of the ISS without communication or backup. He knew Jackie was strong. She’d always been the foundation of their family. She was smarter, funnier, and a better parent than him. He loved that about her. He loved her toughness, her grit, her blunt no-holds-barred approach to life.
While she’d not liked the idea of his applying to the astronaut corps, once he was a part of it she’d pushed him to play the political game it took to get a good mission.
“If this is what you want, then you need to sing your praises,” she’d repeatedly told him. “Nobody else will.”
However, strength and chutzpah were one thing. Surviving the apocalypse was something else altogether. Clayton clipped a hook and looked down at the planet below. For the first time he noticed the red aurora dancing in the atmosphere. How had he not seen it before?
Tunnel vision was both a blessing and a curse, as Jackie often reminded him.
He tried to recall everything he’d learned about the sun during his college astronomy and physics classes. It wasn’t much, at least not as far as what the experts at NASA knew.
Then again, they’d known so much they’d discounted the abnormal readings as an anomaly, as faulty data. What he knew could fit into a thimble by comparison. That was a good thing. Clayton picked his mind, the obvious facts surfacing first.
The sun was at the center of the solar system. It was the largest object and contained more than ninety-nine percent of the solar system’s mass. A million Earths could fit inside the sun. The outer part of the star reached temperatures of ten thousand degrees Fahrenheit. The core could be as hot as twenty-seven million degrees. Clayton couldn’t fathom either number.
He recalled the nuclear energy the sun generated was like a hundred billion tons of dynamite. It was a young star, one of one hundred billion or so in the galaxy.
It was positioned perfectly for life on Earth, or vice versa. Clayton’s home planet traveled in what scientists called the Goldilocks Zone, a small area at just the right distance from the star to enable liquid water. Water was the foundation of all life.
Without the sun, the Earth would be a lifeless, frozen orb. With it, life teemed. But the sun was also close enough to cause problems.
Coronal mass ejections were among those issues. Balloon-shaped bursts of solar wind that expanded out from the sun’s corona. The plasma trapped inside was heated, broke free of the sun, and could travel mind-numbingly fast. Most of them didn’t affect Earth. Sometimes they did.
As man became increasingly reliant on technology, the damage from a CME aimed at Earth became increasingly acute. Nothing had ever approached what hit them hours earlier. This was an end-of-days type magnetic storm; the kind of event Clayton feared could knock mankind back into the Dark Ages.
From satellites traveling in orbit to energy pipelines, power grids and anything plugged into them, the CME could force a surge of magnetic energy into those systems and kill them.
Cars, phones, computers, GPS systems, gasoline pumps, even water filtration and treatment were at risk. Clayton shuddered, thinking about how bad it could be at home.
Worst of all, he couldn’t communicate with Jackie. He couldn’t tell her he was okay, that he was working on a plan to get back home. He hated worrying her. Then again, as he drew within a few feet of the first crewmate, he thought it better she didn’t know he was risking his life to save two men who might already be dead.
He hooked the orange tether as far to the right as he could reach. He unhooked the white tether and floated free of the structure, pushing himself to Boris Voin.
Voin’s name was on his helmet and on his suit. He floated at the end of his tether like a helium balloon leaking air.
Clayton eyed the name patch and sighed. It was nothing against Voin. Boris was a fine man who’d become a good friend. But Ben Greenwood was a mentor and a hero of sorts for Clayton. He’d hoped to reach Ben first.
A wave of guilt washed over him. “You shouldn’t think that way,” he mumbled.
He drifted to him and reached out to grab Voin’s tether, slowing his speed. He reached the cosmonaut and tackled him in what felt like slow motion. Immediately, he knew Boris was dead.
The systems on his chest were flashing with errors. The flashes were weak and intermittent, not as they should be. The EMU was a death suit.
He inched his hands up Voin’s suit and placed his gloves on either side of his friend’s helmet. Voin’s sun visor reflected Clayton’s own warped image with a fish-eye effect until he pulled a lever on the helmet’s left side, which lifted the visor like an eyelid.
Clayton flinched at the face staring back at him. He gasped and momentarily lost his grip. Boris’s eyes were open, the fear frozen in his tiny pupils. He was slack jawed, his tongue hanging over his lower lip. He looked as if something had scared the life out of him.
Regaining his composure, Clayton said a silent prayer on behalf of his Russian crewmate, apologized for having wished he were Ben, and raised the reflective visor to hide Boris’s death stare. He reached down to Boris’s waist and found the connector for his tether, took his own free tether, and connected it to Boris.
Clayton then used Boris’s tether to pull himself backward to the ISS structure. Once there, he disconnected Boris, hooked it to himself, and disconnected the one he’d originally attached at Boris’s waist.
“There’s gotta be a better way to do this,” he muttered.
His stomach ached, his chest felt tight, and a wave of nausea washed over him. It was the kind of feeling he’d not experienced since pulling all-nighters during his final months of graduate school at the University of Florida. It was the overwhelming exhaustion that accompanied stress, a lack of sleep, and the knowledge there was so much left to do.
The display at his chest told him he was running short on time. He’d need to speed up the process. With Boris floating behind him, Clayton maneuvered his way to Ben Greenwood. Hand over hand he traversed the underside of the array structure until he’d reached the astronaut. Before he reached for Greenwood, he turned around and used one hand to grab the tether connecting Boris to his waist. The cosmonaut’s momentum carried him forward after Clayton had stopped. Clayton worked the tether like a whip and tried to guide Boris’s body around his own to avoid a direct hit. It didn’t work. Boris’s body moved closer and closer. Clayton tried to shift himself away from the impact, but he miscalculated Boris’s speed and distance.
Boris’s body tackled him, knocking him from his position underneath the array. Both men floated past Greenwood until Clayton’s tether snapped taut and reversed his direction. He had only seconds to grab onto something to hold himself in place; otherwise, Boris’s tether would pull tight and yank him backward again. He was low on air. He couldn’t continue the zero-gravity seesaw he’d created.
He felt the frustration of a golfer who kept missing a short putt from one side of the hole to the other. He clenched his jaw. He was nearing the end of the breathable oxygen. He knew the CO2 scrubber had to be getting full.
Clayton drifted to the edge of the truss and extended his fingers as far as they would stretch. With the tips of the gloves he managed to cling to one of the triangular pieces that, together, formed the structure. No sooner had his fingertips curled around the piece than he felt the strong tug of Boris’s body. Thankfully the pull was a few degrees to the side of his free hand. That enabled him to bring that hand closer to the truss and grab it.
He held his position for a moment and then used one of his hands to shorten the length of Boris’s tether. He wrapped it around his elbow, drawing in the increasing slack. It was the only way he knew to stop the endless swing.
To his right, Ben Greenwood pirouetted slowly, like a music box ballerina in need of a key wind. With most of the tether now wrapped around one arm, Clayton pulled himself free of the truss and aimed for the spot where Ben’s tether connected with the ISS.
“Should have done this with Boris,” he said. It would lessen the momentum shifts if he drew Ben to himself and rolled up the tether slack as he floated to him.
Clayton was learning as he went. He was a quick study. Always had been. Space, though, was unrelenting. Even without gravity, the curve was steep and arduous. Mistakes, as he’d learned already, were unforgiving in a vacuum.
He looked at his chest. Time was short. He resisted the urge to suck in a deep breath of exasperation and focused on reaching the hooked tether in his sights.
If only I could cut a hole in my glove like Matt Damon, he thought. Then I’d be able to speed this up.
Clayton wondered for a moment if Damon was Canadian. No, he remembered. He was from New England. Coping with the stress, his mind played a game of free association as he inched closer to the hook.
Damon. The Departure. Boston. Harvard. JFK. The speech at Rice that sparked the race to the moon.
That speech was burned into Clayton’s mind. He’d memorized it as a kid for a school project. It was always on the tip of his tongue.
There is no strife, no prejudice, no national conflict in outer space as yet. Its hazards are hostile to us all. Its conquest deserves the best of all mankind, and its opportunity for peaceful cooperation may never come again.
But why, some say, the moon? Why choose this as our goal? And they may well ask why climb the highest mountain? Why, thirty-five years ago, fly the Atlantic? Why does Rice play Texas?
We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too…
Many years ago the great British explorer George Mallory, who was to die on Mount Everest, was asked why did he want to climb it. He said, “Because it is there.”
Well, space is there, and we’re going to climb it, and the moon and the planets are there, and new hopes for knowledge and peace are there. And, therefore, as we set sail we ask God’s blessing on the most hazardous and dangerous and greatest adventure on which man has ever embarked.
Hazardous. Dangerous. Adventure.
That speech had never meant more, its words never clearer in their meanings, than they were as Clayton reached the clip connected to the first American astronaut to die in space.
Ben Greenwood had suffocated in his suit. Clayton suspected as much when he’d seen the pain painted onto Boris’s face. He confirmed it when he reeled in his friend and turned the lever on the visor. He flipped the lever back immediately. He couldn’t bear to look at Ben. Not like that.
Clayton clipped Ben’s tether to Boris’s waist and prepped himself to lead a convoy back to the Russian airlock. The first error message appeared on his chest.
The trip back to the airlock was faster than the journey away from it. Well, at first it was faster. The closer he got to the airlock, the less room he had to maneuver, the more he worried about the remaining oxygen in his suit, and the slower he moved.
Counterintuitively he became more deliberate and less sure of himself as he reached the lock. He slowed significantly when he reached the Russian module, fearful of the momentum gathered by the two men trailing him.
A second error message flashed on his chest when he opened the hatch and climbed inside. Once in the airlock, with the hatch still open, he loosened Boris’s tether to allow for as much slack as it could take. Then he started gathering it, hand over hand, pulling the men closer to the hatch.
It was a fisherman’s job, and Clayton’s back and neck and legs strained as he worked to brace himself inside the hatch while reeling in Boris and Ben.
It worked. Clayton closed the hatch and began the depressurizing process with just enough breathable air remaining. He would be okay. The two crewmates floating in the hatch next to him would not be.
Clayton floated silently in the cramped airlock, unable to free himself completely of the heavy bodies of his friends. He closed his eyes and ran through a checklist of what needed to happen next.
He had a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it.
 



CHAPTER 5
FRIDAY, JANUARY 24, 2020, 11:38 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Marie and Jackie stood holding hands, watching the flames burn the remnants of Reggie and Lana’s house.
“When do you think the fire department will get here?” Marie asked.
Jackie shook her head. “I don’t think they’re coming,” she said softly. “There’s no power, there are no working phones, our cars won’t start. There’s no way the fire department knows there’s a fire here. And if they did, I don’t know how they’d get here.”
“It was like that plane just fell out of the sky, Mom. I mean, it was silent, like its engines just died.”
“Yeah, it did seem that way.” She let go of Marie’s hand and draped her arm over her daughter’s shoulder. She pulled her closer and scanned the smoldering houses across the street that had long run out of sufficient kindling. The outlines of the char were backlit with the orange glow of the fires still burning one street over.
“Whole families are gone,” Marie said quietly. “Parents, little kids…and that’s not counting the people on the plane.” She shuddered and hugged her mother tightly, pressed her face into her mother’s neck and softly sobbed.
“I babysat for the Wickards,” she said between heaving cries. “The babies, Mom. The babies.”
Jackie stroked her daughter’s head. “I know,” she whispered. “I know.”
Jackie felt a hand on her back, and Reggie spoke. “You two okay?”
Jackie nodded.
“When you get a minute,” he said, “you might want to come inside. We’re taking inventory of everything we’ve got. Lana’s been in your garage, checking what you’ve got. I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s fine,” she said. “How are Betty and Brian?”
“In shock, I think.”
“And Candace? Is she okay?”
“I don’t think she’s processing what’s happened,” said Reggie. “She knows her boyfriend is dead, but the scope of this event isn’t registering.”
Jackie laughed nervously. “Is it with any of us?”
“I’ll see you inside,” said Reggie. “Take your time.”
Jackie took a deep breath of the sharply scented air. She’d been standing in and around the smoke for so long, she’d almost become immune to it.
Marie pulled away and wiped the corners of her eyes with the backs of her fingers. She looked up at her mom. “What about Dad? And Chris?”
Jackie bit the inside of her lip, suppressing the bruising knot in her throat. She swallowed against it and forced as reassuring a look as she could muster. She held her frightened daughter’s stare.
“You know your father,” Jackie said evenly. “Above all else, he is a survivor. For all we know, he’s in better shape than we are. Whatever happened may not be happening in orbit.”
Marie nodded and blinked back tears.
“As for your brother,” she said with a chuckle, “that little boy isn’t so little anymore. He’s with Kenny’s dad. They’re camping in the middle of nowhere. Chances are they don’t even know what’s happened. His face is probably sticky with marshmallow and chocolate residue.”
Marie laughed. “Gross.”
“It is, right?”
“Why is he so gross?”
“All boys are,” said Jackie, content to shift the conversation. “Your father was as disgusting as they come when I got ahold of him.”
“Really?”
“I’ve told you this, haven’t I? About his socks?”
“No.”
Jackie looked skyward, wishing she could see the ISS silently arcing across the sky. Instead there was blackness from the tendrils of smoke spiraling upward from the half dozen burning homes across from their driveway. Snapshots of the Wickards’ children toddling in the yard popped into her mind.
Babies. Just babies.
They quickly dissolved to a different image of a baby she didn’t know. An infant she’d thought was a large doll. She tasted the remnant bile in her mouth.
“Mom?”
“Sorry.” Jackie swallowed hard and refocused on the distraction. “Your father would wear his socks until they were ink black on the bottoms. I mean black. Like ‘absence of color and light’ black.”
It was such an oddly timed discussion, so out of place and yet so needed. Jackie sensed Marie needed a distraction.
Marie sniffled. “I get it. Black.”
“He would flip them inside out,” Jackie continued. “He would, I don’t know, wear them until they could stand on their own.”
“That would gross me out.”
“Oh”—Jackie’s eyes widened—“it grossed me out. You know me. I’m a bit of a clean freak.”
“A bit.”
Jackie laughed. “It was almost over between us before it began. I mean, who does that?”
“What did you do?”
“I bought him new socks. A lot of new socks. Maybe twenty pairs. I also threw out the old ones.”
Marie looked over her mother’s shoulder beyond the roofline of their house at the aurora still dancing in the sky. “I bet his socks up there are disgusting.”
Jackie turned and put her hand on her daughter’s neck, massaging it gently, then stroking Marie’s ponytail. “You know they are. They only have so many pairs up there. He probably feels right at home.”
The two giggled until the laughter dissolved into the reality of the moment. Jackie sighed. Her eyes drifted from the sky to the front of their home. Through the large paneled windows, she could see the flicker of candles illuminating the large family room that ran the length of the first floor. Some of the windows were cracked, spidery veins distorting the candlelight. The concussion of the plane’s impact must have done that.
Jackie’s faint smile evaporated. “We have work to do. We should get inside.”
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 1:40 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie Shepard sat in a leather easy chair adjacent to the fireplace, holding court in her family room. Marie sat cross-legged at her feet on the ottoman.
Across from her on the long matching sofa were Reggie, Lana, and Betty. Betty’s son, Brian, was sitting by himself in a parson’s chair on the other side of the fireplace.
“We know the Wickards are dead,” Jackie said. “All four of them. There’s no way they survived the impact or the fire. And Marie knows they were home.”
“The Robinson family,” said Reggie. “They were home too. No way they’re still with us.”
Candace was sitting apart from the group. She was at the kitchen island, sitting on a barstool. “My whole street is dead.”
Betty’s shoulders slumped and her body shuddered. She pulled her hands to her face and choked back tears. Lana reached out and put an arm around her, patting her shoulder.
“It’s okay,” Lana said. “Let it out.”
Betty dropped her hands into her lap, tears glistening in the flickering candlelight that colored her face.
“I can’t,” she said, inhaling deeply through her nostrils. “It’s not right for me to feel sorry for myself, Lana. She lost her boyfriend. You lost your home too.” She leaned into her neighbor and reciprocated Lana’s kindness with a hug.
Jackie didn’t say anything. The women needed their moment. Jackie, though, didn’t want to spend time on what had happened. She couldn’t do anything about that. If she paused to think about her husband and her son, she’d cease to be of any use to anyone. Like Reggie, she wanted to press forward.
After a minute, she exhaled. “Okay,” she said, smiling faintly against Lana’s and Betty’s focused glares. “Let’s talk about what we do now. It’s critical we focus on what comes next. It will keep us sane amidst this insanity. Reggie, I know you’ve taken inventory.”
Reggie cleared his throat and looked down at a pad of paper on which he’d made a list. It was obvious he was avoiding eye contact with his wife.
“I’ve already taken the ice we salvaged from our freezer and yours,” he said. “I nearly filled the Yeti cooler you have in your garage and then I put some of the frozen foods in it. That’ll give them a little longer life.”
“Good,” said Jackie. “What else?”
“I’ve filled all of the tubs with cold water,” Reggie said. “We don’t know how the power outage will affect the water treatment plants. Better to use what we’ve got now. The tubs are a last resort but are better than nothing.”
“Okay,” said Jackie. “We can all use the shower in my bathroom until the hot water runs out. We have two large hot water heaters in the attic. It’ll last a few days.”
“We’ve got a good supply of nonperishables,” he said. “We also have bread, milk, eggs, some ground beef, and some frozen steaks. We’ll probably want to eat that stuff first.”
Betty’s wide eyes darted between Reggie and Jackie. “Wait,” she said, waving her hands in front of her face. “How long are we planning on being without power? I need to call my insurance company. I have to talk to the adjuster.”
“We don’t know,” Jackie said in a calm, even voice. “It could be a couple of days. It could be a lot longer. Maybe weeks. That’s why—”
Betty stood up from the sofa. “No.” She shook her finger. “That’s not possible. We can’t be without power for weeks. We need clothing. We need to start rebuilding. We—”
Lana gently took Betty’s hand in hers. She led Betty’s eyes to the parson’s chair across from her where Brian was rocking in the chair. His arms were folded tight across his chest, his fists hidden in the pits of his arms. He was mumbling and rocking back and forth.
Betty sat down. “Brian, it’s okay. I’m sorry for raising my voice.”
Brian looked up from the floor. “The dark isn’t good. It’s not good. Not good.”
Betty stood and glided to her son, kneeling in front of him. “It’s okay,” she repeated softly. “It will be sunny and bright again in a couple of hours.”
Marie looked up at her mother with worry and mouthed, “Mom?” Her young face was aged with wrinkles across her forehead, frown lines leaving deep crevices along her cheeks.
Jackie didn’t remember seeing them before. She leaned into Marie and whispered, “I know. It’s tough. We’ll get through this together.”
Reggie stood from the sofa and held up the notepad. “We should do this in the morning once the sun comes up. Brian is probably right. The dark isn’t good.”
“The dark isn’t good,” Brian echoed.
Jackie didn’t want to go to sleep. She wanted to formulate a plan.
Reggie implored her for support with arched brows. “What do you say, Jackie? We could all use a couple of hours of rest. If this does last—”
Jackie held up a hand. “You’re right, Reggie. We’re all struggling with a mix of shock and exhaustion. We can talk over breakfast in the morning.”
“Where did you want us?”
“Marie will sleep with me,” she said. “That will free up her room. We also have a guest room. Take your pick.”
The group stood and said their goodnights to each other. Betty led Brian up the stairs and stopped at the landing. “Thank you, Jackie,” she said. “I mean that.”
Jackie smiled. “I know,” she said and then blew out the candles before heading to her room.
Marie was already in bed, lying atop the covers, curled on her side, her hands between her knees. Her face was half buried in a down pillow, the glow of the lone candle in the room illuminating her sad features.
Jackie closed the bedroom door behind her and sat on her side of the bed. “The whole house smells like smoke,” she said. “My clothes, my hair, everything. I’d change before bed, but I don’t think it would do any good. These sheets will need changing anyhow.”
She swung her legs up onto the covers, not bothering to tuck herself underneath them. She felt confined enough given the bizarre turn of events. Jackie propped up two pillows against the cherrywood headboard and leaned back, resting her head for the first time in what felt like days.
Marie reached out and touched her mother’s leg. “This is going to get worse before it gets better, isn’t it?” she asked in a tone that told Jackie it was more rhetorical than not.
“The smell?”
Marie huffed. “No, Mom, the—”
“I know what you meant,” Jackie said, reaching out to caress her daughter’s arm.
They were in a house with five neighbors, one of whom had special needs, and one woman they’d never met. They had finite supplies. There were dead, burned families buried in the charred hulks of homes across yards from their home. Chris was incommunicado in North Texas. Clayton was in orbit, hundreds of miles above Earth.
She picked up the candle on the bedside table to her right, pulled it close, and blew out the flame. Its pomegranate scent wafted across her face as the room went nearly dark, taking on the faint red hue of the aurora sneaking through the gaps in the shutters.
 



CHAPTER 6
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 7:13 AM CST
DINOSAUR VALLEY STATE PARK, TEXAS
Rick Walsh awoke to the sound of two boys laughing. His eyes popped open and he immediately felt the sharp stiffness in his back that came with a night on the ground in a tent. He winced as he sat up and then twisted at his waist to loosen the tight muscles. He dragged his phone into his palm and pressed the home button, having forgotten the device was dead.
He cursed the technology and tossed it into the corner before leaning forward to unzip the tent flap. Crawling from the tent, he pushed himself to his bare feet and stood up. His lower back protested, as did his neck, but he ignored it and walked over to Kenny and Chris. They were playing cards at a picnic table.
“Hey, boys,” he said. “You might want to keep it down a bit. It’s still early and people are sleeping.”
Kenny slapped a card on the table without looking up at his dad. “Nobody’s asleep, Dad,” he said. “Everybody’s up. They’re all talking about the apocalypse.”
Rick stepped to the table and leaned in. “The what?”
Kenny slapped another card. “The a-poc-a-lypse, he said. “You know, the end of the world.”
Rick shook his head in disbelief. “I know what the apocalypse is, Kenny. Where did you hear people talking about it?” He looked over his shoulder, scanning the looped road that connected the campsites. “What people?”
“People at the bathrooms,” Chris said. “They were saying all of the electricity is out, their phones don’t work, their cars won’t start.”
Rick was dumfounded. “Why didn’t you wake me up?” he asked with incredulity.
Kenny shrugged. He held a card above the table and looked at Rick. “We’re camping,” he said as if it were the most obvious answer in the history of questions. “What do we care if nothing works? It’s cool.”
Rick tilted his head. He was raising an idiot. Better yet, his ex was raising an idiot. He was only responsible for the stupidity every other weekend and on select holidays.
“It’s not cool,” Rick replied.
“War,” said Kenny.
“We don’t know that,” said Rick. “It could be—”
“No, Mr. Walsh.” Chris laughed. “We’re playing war. The card game?”
Kenny chuckled. “Sheesh, Dad. You’re so uptight.”
“Why so serious?” Chris laughed, aping Heath Ledger’s Joker, much to Kenny’s amusement.
Rick planted his hands on the table, ready to let the boys know just how serious a situation this might be, then thought better of it and bit off his retort.
If the boys were oblivious, so be it. That wasn’t a bad thing. The longer they could go without comprehending the potential severity of whatever it was that had happened the night before, the easier it would be for him to cope with it.
“You’re right,” he said. “It’s cool. You guys want breakfast? I can do eggs and bacon or oatmeal.”
Kenny wrinkled his nose as if he’d smelled something rotten. “Not oatmeal, please.”
“Anything’s fine,” said Chris.
“Bacon and eggs it is.”
Rick walked over to his Jeep and opened the rear tailgate. Inside was a large Igloo cooler filled with ice. He unclipped the lid and cracked open the cooler. Fishing through melting ice, pushing aside bottles of Gatorade and cans of Shiner, he reached a carton of egg whites and a package of precooked bacon.
He spun to walk back to the charcoal grill when he caught the glimpse of someone in his peripheral vision and almost dropped his breakfast.
It was Mumphrey. “Sorry to frighten you,” he said. “Got a bad habit of it, I guess.”
Rick exhaled a shaky breath. “No problem. What’s up?” He walked over to the grill, aware Mumphrey was following him.
The man greeted the boys and then stuffed his hands into his pockets to pull up his pants. “I need your help.” Mumphrey peered over the top of his glasses expectantly.
“No luck with the camper?”
“No,” Mumphrey replied. “It ain’t that though. Like I said before, there’s that woman. You know, the athlete? She’s got that sticker on her car. Got numbers on it that says she runs forever.”
Rick placed the egg whites and bacon package on a camping stool. “Right,” he said, picking up a bag of charcoal and unloading a pile of it into the grill. “I remember.”
“So”—Mumphrey scratched his elbow through his long-sleeved shirt—“she needs that jump I mentioned to you. You said you’ve got some cables.”
Rick was piling the briquettes into a pyramid. “Sure,” he said. “Let me get the charcoal going and I’ll be right over.”
“That’s mighty kind of you. I’d help her by myself, but I ain’t got my cables. Guess I left ’em at the shop or something. So you helping out is good. Mighty kind.”
Rick doused the pyramid with lighter fluid and then lit it with a match. “That’ll do it, don’t you think?” he asked rhetorically.
Mumphrey nodded. “Oh sure. I like the charcoal myself. I like to sprinkle some mesquite chips in there too. Gives everything a mighty nice smoky flavor. I also like smokers. I got one back at home. It’s a nice one. I could do up a fine turkey in it.”
Rick smiled. “I’ll bet,” he said and patted Mumphrey on the shoulder. “Let’s go help that lady.”
He reached back into his Jeep and pulled out a set of jumper cables. He told the boys he’d be a couple of sites over and to yell if they needed anything. They were oblivious and totally preoccupied with their card game.
Rick followed Mumphrey along the circular drive, passing the much-discussed pop-up camper. Mumphrey pulled his shoulders back and puffed his chest as he pointed to it. Rick acknowledged how nice it looked.
They passed another thicket of tall oaks and pines before the next cleared site came into view. Leaning against the back of a Honda Accord was a young woman with short dark hair and bright green eyes.
She was wearing a tank top and running shorts. Her toned arms were folded across her chest, her legs crossed at the ankles. Her full lips were pouting. She was a living, breathing example of Rick’s weakness. He caught himself staring a little too long at her when her eyes met his, and he quickly looked away.
Rick cleared his throat. “Car won’t start?”
The woman shook her head. “Nope. Doesn’t even turn over.”
Rick stepped to the woman, drawn into her eyes. “My name’s Rick,” he said, offering his hand. “And you are?”
“Stranded,” she said with a smile and took his hand. “Mr. Mumphrey here was kind enough to offer your help.”
Rick chuckled. “Okay, Mrs. Stranded. Let’s see if we can get you started.”
“It’s miss,” she said. “And you forgot something.”
“What is that, Miss Stranded?”
“Your car,” she said. “It would be kinda hard to start mine without yours.”
Rick felt the warmth grow in his cheeks. He looked at his feet and nodded. “Yeah.” He sighed. “You have a point. I’ll be right back.”
Rick handed the cables to Mumphrey. “Go ahead and get these hooked up, please.”
Rick started jogging back to his site with an insecure confidence, making certain his shoulders were pulled back as he pounded the dirt away from the woman. He tried to ignore her disinterested vibe.
She was his type. Young. Pretty. Athletic. She was a triathlete too. He’d noticed the 140.6 sticker on the rear window of the Honda and the expensive Thule bike rack atop its roof. She’d finished an Ironman.
Then again, most women were his type. That was the problem. He was a good dad to Kenny. He was never late to pick him up. He texted and “snapped” him every day.
But when he’d cheated on Kenny’s mom, over and over again, he’d been cheating on Kenny too. His infidelity, his narcissism, had ended Kenny’s comfortable two-parent life and thrust the young teenager into a never-ending game of ping-pong in which he was the ball.
In his darkest private moments, alone in his sparsely furnished apartment with a beer in his hand, Rick could admit his failings. He knew he was selfish, and no matter how hard he tried to make it up to Kenny, nothing could equal the damage he’d inflicted on his son and his ex-wife.
Rick climbed into his Jeep and glanced over at Kenny and Chris. He considered the ramifications of that red glow in the sky the night before and the loss of power. If the world were ending, would he float skyward or take a nosedive into the depths of that other place?
He sat there for a moment with the key in the ignition, lost in thought. This wasn’t the time or place for his usual barstool antics. He needed to focus. If he was going to be the kind of dad he aspired to be, this was the time to step up. His gut told him as much.
He cranked the ignition without even considering it might not start. The Jeep whined a protest then rumbled awake. Its idling rev startled Kenny, who looked sideways at his dad. He held up a finger to Chris and trotted over to Rick’s window.
“Where are you going?”
“Just two campsites over. A woman needs a jump.”
Kenny’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “What does that mean, Dad?”
Rick knew what his kid was thinking. “It means her car won’t start. I’m going to try to help her.”
The boy’s eyes softened with relief. “Good,” he said. “Just hurry up, please. We’re hungry and the charcoal smells ready.”
Rick looked over at the grill, where waves of heat stretched upward in ambling streams, distorting the trunks of the trees in the distance. “Got it.”
He gave his son a thumbs-up and then shifted into gear, pulling right into the circular drive and rolling to the stranded Ironwoman and her Honda. She and Mumphrey were talking. Really, Mumphrey was talking, gesticulating wildly with his hands. She was listening, an interested smile glued to her cheeks. Even her cheeks looked toned.
Rick shook the thought from his mind. “All business,” he mumbled, averting his eyes from her physique.
He slipped the Jeep into park and left the engine running. He popped the hood and hopped out. Mumphrey already had the cables connected to the Honda’s battery terminals.
“All right,” Rick said, heaving the heavy hood into an open and locked position. “Let’s do this.”
The athlete was standing close behind him. She was smiling at him, and Rick assumed some of her ice must have melted. Instead of returning the flirt, he looked at his feet.
He resisted the strong reflexive urge to compliment her or use one of his ridiculously douchey pickup lines that worked despite their lack of charm.
“Why don’t you give her a shot,” he said without any hint of his earlier flirtation. “Mumphrey here has the cables hooked up.”
“Oh,” she said, batting her eyes with surprise. “Okay then.” She raised her arms with balled fists and flexed her biceps. “Let’s do this,” she mocked with a deepened voice and walked to the Honda.
Rick sat behind the wheel and waited for her to give the thumbs-up. When she did, he pressed on the accelerator, revving the three hundred and sixty horsepower V-8 two-barrel engine.
The athlete cranked the ignition. The Honda wasn’t responding. Rick revved the engine again.
Nothing.
He got out of the Jeep and walked over to the Honda, leaned on the open driver’s door, and looked down at the athlete. She was cursing her car and slapping the top of the steering wheel with her palm with one hand while uselessly pushing the start button with the other.
“You want me to try?” Rick asked.
She glared at him. “Seriously? You think you can do a better job of pushing the button?”
Rick grinned. “Seems like I just did a pretty good job of pushing one.”
She rolled her eyes. “Good one.”
“I try.”
“Thing is”—she gestured toward the dash with her hands—“it’s not just the engine or the battery. The display isn’t working either. It’s like someone fried the computer.”
Mumphrey peeked around the Honda’s hood and blinked over the top of his glasses. “Just like my pop-up,” he said. “Deader than dead.”
“Why is your car working?” the athlete asked. “It looks like something Henry Ford built by hand.”
It was Rick’s turn to roll his eyes. “It’s not that old. It’s—”
Then it hit him. The magnetic blast, whatever it was from, had fried electronics and anything plugged into an outlet.
His old Jeep was computer-free. There was nothing to fry.
“Looks like you’re ruminating on something,” Mumphrey remarked. “You got an idea there?”
Rick nodded. “My car doesn’t have a computer. Yours does.”
“So?”
“Didn’t you see that magnetic storm last night?”
The athlete shrugged. “The aurora?”
“Yeah,” Rick said. “The aurora is an electrical phenomenon. It’s like a visible magnetic disturbance.”
She looked at him sideways and planted both hands on the top of the steering wheel. “Are you a scientist or something? You don’t look like a scientist.”
Rick stepped back from the open door. “I’m not sure how to take that,” he said. “But, no, I’m not a scientist. I can’t really explain why we saw that aurora last night. It shouldn’t happen this far south unless there’s a magnetic cause. That’s about all I know. That and they’re usually green.”
“The green ones are borealis and australis,” said Mumphrey, slinking around the side with his hands in his pockets. “Those are the two auroras. One’s North Pole, the other is South Pole. I watch a lot of the Discovery Channel. I’m an outdoors kind of fella. The red one means there’s a big sun storm, I think. There was one back in the 1850s. It was red.”
“So what do we do?” she asked. “I need to get back to Galveston.”
“Galveston?” said Mumphrey. “That’s where I’m headed. Well, not exactly Galveston. But Spring. You know, a bit north of Houston?”
“I know Spring,” she said. “Right off I-45. You’re on the way.”
Mumphrey’s eyes lit up. “Exactly right.”
Rick knew neither the athlete nor Mumphrey were going anywhere. Their vehicles were as good as scrap metal. He drew in a deep breath and exhaled.
“I’m headed that way,” Rick said reluctantly. He didn’t need the temptation or the bother. He felt obligated, though. Mumphrey was a nice guy, and it wouldn’t be right to leave a woman stranded in the woods. Especially a woman who looked like her.
“I hadn’t planned on leaving today,” he said. “But the boys are from Clear Lake. I’m on the west side near Memorial.”
The athlete’s eyes widened. “The boys?”
“My son and his friend,” Rick explained. “I’ve got to take them back to Clear Lake. I’ve got room in the Jeep for both of you.”
Mumphrey hiked up his pants. “When were you hitting the road if not today?”
“Tomorrow,” Rick said. “Given we’ve got no cell service, though, and I can’t get in touch with the boys’ moms, we probably should head back after breakfast.”
“I’ll take you up on the offer,” Mumphrey said. “Mighty kind of you. I’m in Spring right off the highway.”
Rick nodded at Mumphrey and then shifted his eyes to the athlete. Part of him wanted her to decline the offer. Admittedly, it wasn’t as big as the part that wanted her to say yes.
Her eyes narrowed on Rick then relaxed. She shrugged. “All right,” she said, exhaling loudly. “Might as well. I’ve got no other choice.”
“Don’t sound so enthused,” Rick said and walked back to the front of the Honda. He disconnected the cables from her car and then from his Jeep. When he slammed shut the hood, she was standing next to him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, extending her hand. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. I’m just frustrated. I’m usually pretty self-reliant. I can handle my business, you know? Plus…”
“Plus what?”
Her cheeks flushed. “Plus you make me uncomfortable.”
There was an undeniable electricity. Rick felt it, and he believed she did as well. It was his sudden disinterest that attracted her. Maybe not. It didn’t matter. He immediately regretted inviting her.
“Huh,” Rick said flatly. “That’s funny. You make me uncomfortable too.” He shook her hand and pulled away before he might have usually done so.
“What time you wanna leave?” Mumphrey asked.
“Give me a an hour,” said Rick. “Meet me over at my site. Bring what you want and we’ll make room for it.”
He put the Jeep into reverse and started backing out of the campsite. He’d stopped and shifted into drive when she jogged up to his window.
“What?” he asked, pressing the brake while trying to keep his eyes above her neck.
“Nikki,” she said. “My name is Nikki.”
“Okay, Nikki,” Rick said. “See you in an hour.”
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Rick hosed off the camping pan from the site spigot and used a grease-stained towel to dry it as best he could. He folded the handle into the pan and looked up to see Nikki walking toward him. She had a large pack on her shoulders, her thumbs tucked inside the straps.
“Ready to go?” she asked. “Mumphrey said he’ll be here in a second.”
“Just about,” Rick replied, motioning toward the boys. “They’re taking down the tent and we’ll be on our way.”
“How was breakfast?”
“Good enough,” Rick said. He tucked the pan into a bag that held other camping utensils. “Bacon is always undercooked and greasy when you do it out here. Even the precooked stuff. Eggs were fine. It’s hard to screw up a carton of egg whites.”
Nikki chuckled. “So you’re a chef, then?”
“Iron,” he said. “I’m a regular Mario Batali.” He zipped up the bag and reached for Nikki’s pack. “Let me get that for you.”
“Oh,” she said, appearing surprised at Rick’s chivalry. She shrugged the pack from her shoulders and slung it toward him. “Thank you.”
“A chef and a gentleman,” Rick said.
“Stop being a player, Dad,” said a cracking pubescent voice. “Seriously.”
Kenny stood there, his nose crinkled with disgust. Rick’s cheeks grew hot. Leave it to a teenager.
Nikki belly laughed and stepped over to Kenny, offering her hand. “I’m Nikki. You guys are giving me a ride.”
Kenny’s eyes flashed with disappointment, darting between the woman and his father. “Are we?” He didn’t take her hand.
Rick glared at his son. “Be polite,” he said through clenched teeth.
Kenny shook Nikki’s hand but didn’t look her in the eyes. “Nice to meet you,” he mumbled. “I’m Kenny.”
Nikki bent over, trying to draw Kenny’s attention. “So your dad’s a player?”
Kenny rolled his eyes. He nodded and then looked at her. “You look familiar. I’ve seen you before.”
“I just have one of those faces.” She winked. “Seems to me you’re the cute one.”
Kenny’s cheeks flushed. He nodded toward Chris. “This is Chris. His dad’s not a player.”
Nikki waved. “Hi, Chris.”
Chris waved back. He was sticking the last of the fiberglass poles into the large tent case.
“Am I late?” Mumphrey appeared from nowhere. “I had a few things to lock up, seeing as how I gotta leave my car behind.”
“You’re good,” Rick said. “Nikki, your car locked up?”
“Yes. I hate leaving it here, but I can’t call Triple-A or Honda, so I’ve got no choice, really.”
“Guess not,” Rick said. “Hopefully, this is a temporary thing, and as soon as we get you home, you can take care of it.”
“Hopefully,” she said.
Rick adjusted her pack in the back of the Jeep and made room for Mumphrey’s US Army standard-issue duffle bag. “You sure you don’t want me to tow the pop-up?”
“Nah,” Mumphrey said. “I appreciate it, but you don’t have a tow package on the back of the Jeep. Might do more harm than good. She’ll be okay for a couple days until I can get back up here.”
Rick heaved the duffle into the back of the Jeep. He’d feel uneasy leaving anything behind. There was no telling who or what would be hanging around once they left. The cars and pop-up were as good as abandoned.
He walked over to Chris and helped the boy finish zipping up the tent case. It was always tough getting all of the pieces in the bag just right. When they finished the job, Rick thanked Chris for his help and tossed the case into the back of the Jeep and closed the tailgate.
“Okay,” he said with a sigh, “we can hit the road. Everybody hop in.”
“I’ll get in the back with the boys,” offered Nikki. “Mr. Mumphrey can have the front seat.”
Mumphrey faked a bow with a wide, toothy grin. “Mighty kind of you. Are you sure you don’t want to be up front?”
Nikki slung open the heavy passenger side door and climbed into the back. “I’m good,” she replied, sitting in the middle.
Rick put his hand on Kenny’s shoulder and whispered into his son’s ear, “Don’t be a player.”
Kenny rolled his eyes. “Funny, Dad.”
Rick climbed into the driver’s seat and cranked the engine. He checked the fuel gauge. It was nearly full. Thankfully, he had filled up on Highway 67 outside of the park entrance.
He adjusted his rearview mirror and caught Nikki’s eyes. She held his gaze for a moment before she turned away to talk to the boys. Rick pulled out onto the circular loop that connected the campsites to Park Road 59.
He drove west, passing the same scene over and again. People were trying to jump the cars or their SUVs. They had their hoods up. Men and women were flailing their arms at each other or pointing with frustration at their children.
“Seems everybody’s stuck,” said Mumphrey. “So thankful to have you help us.”
“Not a problem,” Rick said. He turned on Park Road 59 and drove south toward the exit. He felt the stranded campers watching when they rolled past. He tried to keep his eyes straight ahead, as if trying to avoid a beggar shaking a can at a stop light.
They navigated the Park Road in silence until they reached the fork where the road merged with FM 205. Just south of the merge and before they connected with Highway 67, they saw a crowd of people off to the left of the road. A few of them stood in the northbound lanes, threatening to block Rick from passing.
Kenny pressed his nose to the glass. “Dad, what are they doing?”
Chris leaned forward, almost sitting in Nikki’s lap. “They look angry, Mr. Walsh.”
As they approached, they could hear the chanting. Dozens of people were dressed in all white. Some of them had their eyes closed, heads tilted back toward the sky. They held their arms in the air, palms pressed open flat.
“That’s the Creation Evidence Museum,” said Rick. “The people who don’t believe in dinosaurs.”
“What are they doing?” Kenny asked.
Mumphrey pointed at the people spilling into the road. “Looks to me like they’re praying.”
The chanting grew louder. It was another language, perhaps Latin or Aramaic.
Rick pressed the accelerator, hoping to skirt past the crowd flowing onto the road. He wasn’t fast enough. By the time he’d shifted the wheel to go around the group, they’d blocked him.
They were men and women, even some children, all of them with the same wild look in their eyes. They had something to say and they were going to make sure Rick listened to them.
Rick looked in the side-view mirror and shifted into reverse. He started to back up, but when he turned around, some of the white-clad chanters had blocked him. He cursed under his breath and slipped the Jeep into park.
Kenny reached across the seat and gripped Rick’s shoulder. “Dad?”
Rick took one of his son’s hands. “It’s okay, they won’t hurt us,” he said, although he wasn’t so sure. He glanced in the rearview mirror and caught Nikki’s eyes again. She wasn’t sure either.
A tall, thin man standing on the shoulder moved, almost floated, to the center of the road. His white shirt was buttoned up to the collar, his hair short and trimmed neatly along his temples. He had a long, birdlike nose that flared as he spoke.
“And there appeared another wonder in Heaven; and behold a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns, and seven crowns upon his heads,” he recited.
His voice was loud but controlled. The others kept chanting. It was like a scene straight out of a horror movie.
Rick reached down to crank open his window.
“Dad,” Kenny said, his voice trembling, “don’t.”
“It’s okay,” he assured his son and opened the window. He leaned his head out. “Could you please let us pass? We need to get home.”
“Where did they come from?” asked Nikki. “I don’t see any cars. Did they all walk here? Are they with the museum?”
The tall man with the bird nose glared at Rick but didn’t respond. He blinked and took a step forward. He held up his hands to silence the throng. The chanting stopped and all of their eyes focused on the Jeep.
Rick muttered under his breath, “What the hell?”
“We might want to get a move on,” said Mumphrey. “These folks look like they got bad intentions. They ain’t got nothin’ to do with that museum.”
Through clenched lips, Rick said, “I can’t go anywhere. Ichabod Crane and his minions are blocking me.”
A broad smile wormed its way across the tall man’s thin lips, drawing his nose downward. His eyes narrowed, crow’s-feet deepening on either side.
The man pointed past the Jeep with a long, bony finger. “You came from the dinosaur park?” he asked through the creepy smile.
Rick nodded.
“So you know the lies of that place,” the man said. “You saw them in the sky. You saw what the true creator has wrought.”
Nobody in the Jeep responded.
“We have said for so long that He would show Himself,” said the man to the murmured agreement of his flock. “We have believed He would elevate the righteous and cast down the wicked, the purveyors and consumers of lies.”
“Nikki,” Rick said without moving his lips, “do not react to what I am going to tell you.” He kept his eyes on the tall man. “I want you to reach under my seat. There is a gun.”
Nikki gasped and opened her mouth to protest.
“Nikki,” Rick grunted, doing his best impersonation of a ventriloquist, “get me the gun. I’m not going to hurt anyone.”
“That time is upon us,” said the tall man to a growing chorus of support. “The color of the heavens is proof.”
Rick was stalling while Nikki fumbled underneath his seat. “Proof of what?” he called out of his window.
“We cannot let the nonbelievers pass,” the tall man said. “We are sent here to meet those who would deny our Lord’s dominion, His omnipotence.”
The man stepped closer and the flock followed him.
“We’re not denying anything,” Rick called through the open window. Then he lowered his voice. “Nikki, hurry up.”
“The Creator has given us the light in the sky. He has made useless our worldly possessions and devices.”
The crowd inched closer. Rick furiously cranked up the window.
“We cannot let you pass. You have forsaken Him at this unholy place.”
“Dad!” Kenny squealed.
Rick snapped, “Lock your doors, everyone.”
“They’re getting closer,” Chris said nervously.
Mumphrey shook his head. “They’re out of their ever-loving minds.”
“We have awaited this day!” the tall man bellowed, his nose curling down over his smiling lips. He planted his hands on the hood of the Jeep.
“Nikki!” said Rick. “Where is it?”
Nikki handed the 9mm to Rick. “Here!”
Mumphrey looked over at Rick. “You got a license for that?”
“Really, Mumphrey? This is Texas. Of course I have a concealed handgun license. Everybody has a license. Plus, I don’t need it to have it in my car.”
The crowd surrounded the vehicle and started rhythmically thumping on the hood with their fists. Thump. Thump. Thump.
The Jeep was swaying now.
“Dad,” said Kenny, “do something.”
Rick revved the engine. It did nothing to deter the swarm. It only agitated them like bees and they thumped against the hood faster and faster, chanting.
“These people are psycho,” said Nikki. “Like Branch Davidian psycho.”
Rick held the titanium-colored 9mm in his lap. It was a TP9 and held eighteen rounds. It had a double-action striker mechanism and was Century International’s version of a Smith and Wesson 99.
“Get out of the vehicle,” said the thin man above the din of the chanting. “We cannot let you pass.”
“There must be sixty of them,” said Mumphrey. “At least. We can’t—”
“Step away from my Jeep,” said Rick. He was glaring into the unflinching eyes of the tall man. He leveled the four-inch barrel of the TP9 directly at him. “Do it now. Tell your people to do the same.”
The man raised his hands in surrender, his unnerving smile stretching his face. “They are not my people.” He pointed a finger upward. “They are His people.” The chanting grew louder—Latin, Rick recognized now—and a chill ran along his spine.
“This is like the freaking Omen,” said Nikki. She braced herself, planting her hands on the inside edges of both front seat backs.
Kenny and Chris whimpered. Rick felt Kenny gripping his headrest, catching strands of his hair with his fingers.
“Kids, get down,” Rick said.
The Jeep rocked harder, like it was caught in a raging river. The flock had them surrounded. The looks in their eyes were vacant, as if they weren’t even aware of what they were doing. It was the most frighteningly bizarre thing Rick had ever seen, and he’d gone through a divorce with a woman he’d scorned.
Rick leaned forward in his seat, emphasizing his aim. “Get them off the car and let us pass,” he said. “I will use this.”
The man’s smile dissolved into a sneer. His fingers pressed down on the hood of the Jeep as though he were playing piano. “We cannot let you leave,” said the tall man. “You have failed the Creator. Now is our time. The skies tell us so.”
“These are doomsdayers, no doubt,” Mumphrey said. “We gotta get away.”
“That’s it,” Rick said.
“Wait!” urged Nikki. “Don’t shoot them.”
Rick caught her worried eyes in the rearview mirror. A deep crease cut across her forehead. Keeping the gun aimed at the tall man, he used his left hand to crack open the window.
“What are you doing?” Nikki barked. “Why—”
Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!
Rick had the barrel wedged between the glass and the frame. Aiming into the sky, he quickly pulled the trigger again.
Pop! Pop! Pop!
The percussive rounds echoed in the cloudless sky, cracking across the rolling terrain like thunder. The rocking stopped. Most of the flock was running. The gunshots had awakened them from their trance. Some were stumbling head over heels down the grassy embankment that led to the museum. Others were backing away, their hands pressed flat against their ears.
One of the boys was crying in the backseat. Rick wasn’t sure which one. “It’s okay, boys. We’ll be out of here in a second.”
The tall man, though, was unmoved. He stood there, his fingers planted on the Jeep and his eyes affixed to Rick. The man tilted his head from one side to the other, flexing his neck. The smile returned. He pulled his hands from the Jeep and balled them into tight fists, whitening his knuckles.
“Back away,” Rick said. He pulled the 9mm through the window and then shouldered open the door.
Nikki reached for his arm. “Rick, just back up. Go around. There’s room.”
He was already out of the Jeep, standing behind the half-open door, adrenaline coursing through him. He held the 9mm with both hands and aimed it at the man’s head, his finger pressed against the trigger. He wanted to blow the smug, nasty glare off the man’s face. The man recognized Rick’s resolve. Or perhaps he wasn’t quite as ready to meet his Creator as he professed to be. Whatever the reason, he took two steps away from the Jeep. Then two more.
The man sneered. “He sees you,” he growled. “He knows what you’ve done. He is here and will have His vengeance.”
Rick lowered the weapon, dropped back into his seat, and pulled the door shut. He put his foot on the brake, ripped the Jeep into gear, and hit the accelerator, swinging the Jeep around the tall man with a screech of the tires.
“He sees you!” the man shouted. “He knows your transgressions.”
Rick blinked past the sting of salt in his eyes. “He sees me when I’m sleeping,” he said. “He knows when I’m awake. He knows when I’ve—”
“Sheesh,” Nikki cut in. “That was ridiculous.”
Rick barreled past the red traffic light on Highway 67. He swung the wheel hard to the left without decelerating enough and fishtailed the Jeep. Then he punched the gas again to head east.
“Boys? You guys okay back there?”
Kenny and Chris climbed from the floorboard and into their seats. Neither of them said anything; both buckled their seatbelts.
“Boys,” Rick said, “you were both brave. Really brave.”
Kenny shook his head. “I wasn’t. I cried.”
Rick searched his son’s face in the rearview mirror. Kenny’s eyes were red and swollen and his nose was running.
“That doesn’t mean you weren’t brave, son,” said Rick. “Brave people cry.”
Kenny took a deep, ragged breath and exhaled, nodding at his dad.
Mumphrey looked like he’d seen a ghost. He had a death grip on the dash, beads of sweat blooming across his bald head.
Still holding the TP9 in his right hand, Rick offered it to Mumphrey. “Could you take care of this?”
Mumphrey took the gun without saying anything. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. “Doomsdayers,” he said, shaking his head. “That ain’t good.”
Nikki put her hand on Mumphrey’s shoulder. “What do you mean?”
“I’m just thinking out loud here,” he said, finding a place for the TP9 in the glove box. “I gotta think those folks were just a sign of a bigger problem. Something more widespread.”
“How so?” Nikki sat back and patted her hand on Kenny’s leg, obviously trying to reassure him they were safe now, despite the direction of the conversation. “Those were just creationist freaks. They were a cult or something. I don’t get how that means anything.”
The old man shrugged, drawing his shoulders close to his ears. “I’m just thinking out loud. But if they weren’t at the camp and they got some idea, somehow, that cars and phones and whatever else isn’t working anymore, then they think the end of the world is coming.”
“I don’t know about that,” Rick said. “They walked there. They were close. This could be isolated and they’re just predisposed to want to see the end of the world in anything out of the normal.”
“The aurora wasn’t isolated,” said Mumphrey. “I’m telling you, and I don’t mean to frighten the boys or nothing, but like I said, I think there’s a bigger issue. I think we might run into—”
“Holy—” Rick instinctively extended his arm across Mumphrey’s chest as he slammed on the brakes. “Hold on.” The Jeep’s tires screamed to a stop inches from the back of a Toyota minivan.
Ahead of them, blocking both lanes of traffic, was a parade of stalled vehicles. Some of them were stopped dead in the right of way, others in the steep culverts framing both sides of the highway. Some had crashed into each other.
“Maybe you were right,” said Nikki.
Mumphrey sighed.
 



CHAPTER 7
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 10 HOURS, 55 MINUTES, 32 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
The Orlan felt tighter with every passing minute. Clayton wanted nothing more than to rip it off and throw it through the airlock.
When he’d first put on the suit hours earlier, he’d felt a rush of claustrophobia that washed over him and then was gone as quickly as it came. During the entirety of his spacewalk, he’d felt comfortable in the suit, relatively speaking. It was different now.
He was in the airlock. Two dead men were floating alongside him in their suits. He’d failed to save them, but at least he’d recovered their bodies. If all went well, he’d be able to return them to their families. “If all went well” seemed like a pipe dream given his current circumstances.
Clayton fixated on Ben’s reflective visor. Heat coursed through him at the memory of Ben’s lifeless eyes glaring back it him from behind the gold-coated plastic bubble of the Extravehicular Visor Assembly.
A familiar knot swelled at the base of Clayton’s throat. “I’m so sorry,” he said for himself as much as to Ben.
Ben Greenwood was single and never married, though both of his parents were alive. They’d want to bury their son. He was sure of it. He’d met them once. They were from Nebraska and seemed like kind people. They’d raised a brilliant son.
It was Ben who’d first given Clayton the confidence to apply for the astronaut corps. Clayton met him at an engineering conference in Houston. Ben had given a brilliant speech about mechanical dynamics in low Earth orbit. Clayton approached him with some questions after the presentation. They’d grabbed overpriced cups of coffee, exchanged emails, and kept in touch.
Ben was among the senior astronauts. He’d flown on the shuttle before it was decommissioned. He was a fantastic ambassador for the program. He was an old-school astronaut: fearless and cocky, sharp and methodical.
Jackie had often teased Clayton he was “fangirling” over Ben. “Ben this, Ben that,” she would say. “He’s your hero, isn’t he? He’s Superman and you’re Jimmy Olsen.”
The truth was Ben was Clayton’s hero as far as space exploration was concerned. He practically idolized him.
So when an email titled “Wanna be an astronaut?” popped up in Clayton’s inbox, he’d opened it with ridiculous excitement. His fingers fumbled to click it open, his eyes darted wildly, searching the message for the key words.
Ben had forwarded a link to a NASA press release with the note, “You should do this.” Clayton had clicked the URL and a fresh page had opened in his browser:
BE AN ASTRONAUT: NASA ACCEPTING APPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE EXPLORERS
NASA is looking for the best candidates to work in the best job on or off the planet. The astronaut candidate application is now live. Those chosen may fly on any of four different US spacecraft during their careers: the International Space Station, two commercial crew spacecraft currently in development by US companies, and NASA’s Orion deep-space exploration vehicle.
That was all it had taken. That and a long conversation with Jackie. That, a long conversation with Jackie, and a rigorous selection process. It had been a nerve-racking twenty months.
First there was the application. NASA pored through them, weeding out those who weren’t serious from those who were, selecting those deemed highly qualified. Questionnaires went out to Clayton’s supervisors and references. Ben had been one of those references.
Clayton waited another three months until the highly qualified applicants were winnowed to the smaller pool of interviewees. Clayton went to JSC for the initial interview, a thorough medical evaluation, and an orientation.
The questions a panel of astronauts had asked him during the interview were simple and complex at the same time.
Why do you want to be an astronaut?
Can you fix things?
Who are you as a person?
Are you a team player?
The medical examination was thorough. They’d checked his sight, hearing, teeth, and his heart. He’d undergone MRIs and a VO2 max stress test.
Two months later finalists had been announced.
From that incredibly elite group, NASA selected its class. More than eighteen thousand people had applied. Half of one percent made the final cut. Clayton had been at the gym when he’d gotten the call. His Apple watch had buzzed against his wrist and displayed a blocked number.
He had stopped mid leg press and answered with his wrist, holding the watch close to his mouth.
“Yes?”
“You’re in, brother,” Ben had said with no preamble. “You’re in. You’re an astronaut. You’re an explorer. You’re part of the most select club on or off the planet.”
Clayton had thought he was joking. “Riiiight,” he’d said. “You’re not supposed to have that info. The head of the corps is the one who tells me.”
“Seriously,” Ben had said. “I got some inside intel. Not a joke. You’re in. Just act surprised when you get the official call.”
Clayton had thanked Ben, still not quite believing him, and finished his set. His legs had felt like rubber. He thought back to that moment. He was never sure whether the weakness was from the set of presses or the phone call.
It had taken years to become flight certified, learn enough Russian to keep his job, earn an assignment, and then train for it. It had been years of work and stress and strain for him and for his reluctantly supportive family.
Now Clayton wondered if he ever should have applied. He wondered if he should have opened the email offering him the chance. He wondered if he should have even approached Ben at the engineering conference in the first place. If he hadn’t done some or all of those things, Ben Greenwood and Boris Voin would somehow be alive. Another, better astronaut would have saved them. A better astronaut would have known what to do or would have fought harder to prevent or stop the EVA.
If he hadn’t done any of those things, he’d be home right now. He’d be with Jackie and the kids. They wouldn’t be alone coping with whatever the CME had done to their part of the Earth. He wouldn’t be alone in an airlock, contemplating what he could have done differently, how his need for the ultimate rush had put everything that really mattered at extreme risk.
Clayton checked the pressure. It was getting close. He’d be able to leave the airlock and start the process of getting off the ISS. He closed his eyes and went through a checklist of things that would need to happen before he undocked and separated from the station in the Soyuz.
It was a long list and Clayton had no idea how long the computer systems would continue to function. He couldn’t be sure how much time he had to do what he needed to do.
He opened his eyes and looked again at the reflective helmets velcroed to the wall of the airlock. He resolved that regardless of how much time he had and what other tasks he needed to complete, taking care of his crewmates was atop the list. He would make sure they returned to Earth with him. And if they didn’t, it would be because he died trying to make it happen.
He wasn’t sure what protocol might be. He didn’t know what Mission Control would advise, although he could guess.
As far as the brass at NASA was concerned, he’d saved two very expensive EMUs. He’d heard they cost anywhere from ten to fifteen million dollars each. He’d return them to Earth if he could. So there was that.
Two hours later, Clayton pushed himself through the Zvezda
Russian service module and into the Soyuz
habitation module, squeezing past the large silver and black docking probe, lowering himself into the spacecraft. Before he began loading up the spaceship to go home, he needed to be sure he could make it work.
The Soyuz was a classic design, a ship in three parts. At the top was the hab, on the bottom was the instrumentation module, and in the middle the crew module.
Clayton squirmed through the hab and into the crew module, easing himself into the center seat, the seat reserved for the commander. It sat lower than the engineer seats on either side. It was Boris’s seat. He strapped in.
In front of him were a series of buttons and levers and a periscope with exterior cameras. There was a pair of control sticks at his knees for if he had to manually control the ship. He prayed he wouldn’t need them.
It was the first time he’d been in the module since they’d arrived as a trio two and a half months earlier. Clayton looked to his left. That had been his seat on the way up.
He stared blankly at the panel of buttons and knobs and switches in front of him, his mind drifting to the day they’d launched.
He’d eaten most of his breakfast of kasha and boiled eggs. His stomach was dancing with nerves, and he’d not been hungry. Boris had insisted he eat, telling him he’d need the energy later in the long day.
They’d laughed and joked on their way to the launch pad. Boris had talked about his wife and children, imitating their voices and mannerisms. He was joking about his daughter’s first date with a boy when they’d pulled up to the pad. It was the same spot from which Yuri Gagarin, the first human in space, had launched into orbit aboard a Vostok and traveled around the Earth in April 1961. His trip had lasted one hundred and eight minutes.
Once at the pad, they’d climbed a narrow set of stairs to the gantry and then ascended an elevator to the top of the rocket and the entry to the Soyuz
capsule. Clayton remembered thinking the rocket hadn’t looked that big from the ground. From the top of it looking down, however, it seemed massive.
He’d been the first to climb into his seat through the habitation module, followed by Ben, then Boris.
“You ready?” Ben had asked Clayton with a big smile plastered to his face. “I’m not sure who’s more excited about you flying into space, me or you.”
The launch crew had closed the hatch and they’d begun their system checks. Clayton replayed the sequence in his mind, reminding himself of some of the tasks he’d have ahead of him when he was ready to leave.
Once they’d checked their communications, turned on the various systems and confirmed they worked, they did suit checks. Only then did they relax.
For close to an hour they sat there in the tight quarters, three men locked in cramped quarters, awaiting launch. Ground control piped in music to pass the time.
“Louis Armstrong,” said Boris in his thick accent. “I like his music. Satchmo, yes?”
The strains of American jazz filtered through the capsule. Clayton had closed his eyes and let the music move through him. It had been a surreal moment.
He was a regular guy, a math whiz who was good at problem solving. He lived in a normal middle-income neighborhood with a wife and two kids. He drove a Ford F-150.
He wasn’t a hero. He didn’t think of himself that way. He was Clayton. Good ole Clay.
Yet he was about to blast off into space, as so few people had ever done. He was set to “boldly go” as James Tiberius Kirk would have said. He was risking his life for the betterment of mankind. In some small way, he’d believed the things he’d study and learn while in orbit would help future pioneers and generations of scientists.
He’d been drawn from his daydream and the beauty of Pop’s trumpet with thirty minutes to go before the launch. They’d rechecked all of their systems at least twice.
He’d flinched at the heavy thump that rocked the Soyuz
as the gantry was pulled back from the rocket. Boris had laughed at him. Ben had reached across Boris, patted his leg, and smiled.
“This is it,” Ben had said and the capsule started vibrating, building into a rumble as the engines started. There was the countdown and the final clearance.
“Tri…dva…odin…”
Clayton had felt an enormous, heavy push, sinking him into his seat as the engines engaged and the rocket lifted off from Yuri’s pad. The rumble had pulsed through his entire body. His pulse had quickened. His breathing had been rapid and shallow, his helmet plastered to the back of his seat.
It had been exhilarating and frightening all at once, as if he were on a roller coaster without a harness. He’d wanted to scream with excitement. He couldn’t help but laugh as the adrenaline had coursed through his trembling body. For eight and a half minutes they’d rushed skyward. It had felt like five seconds. As soon as it had begun, it had been over. They were in orbit.
Clayton had wanted to talk about the launch, the childlike giddiness tickling his senses, but he’d resisted. He’d known the other men had been to space more than once. This was nothing for them.
And then Ben had thrown up his fist and cheered into his mic. “That was awesome.” He’d laughed. “It never gets old.”
“I love the launch almost as much as the landing,” Boris had added. “What did you think of it, Clayton?”
Clayton’s cheeks had been sore, but he couldn’t be sure if it had been from the gravity bearing down on him during the launch or the smile glued to his face. He’d given his friends a thumbs-up.
“I’m speechless,” he’d said, beginning to notice the lack of gravity. A whole new sensation filled him. He’d experienced weightlessness before. This was different. This wasn’t like the C-9B Skytrain II in which he’d trained using parabolic maneuvers to give him moments of zero g. It was the real deal.
Now, seventy-two days later, he was in Boris’s seat. He knew the trip back wouldn’t be as fun as Boris had predicted.
He’d have to delicately maneuver Boris’s and Ben’s bodies into the crew module one at a time. He’d had the grim task of removing them from their suits. They’d not been able to fit through the PMA between Node 1 and the Russian segment. He’d done everything he could to avoid looking at their faces. He’d closed their eyes, at least. That had helped. They were still in the airlock, dressed in their undergarments. They didn’t need their Launch and Entry Suits, called LES, or the Russian equivalent called the Sokol.
He did need to wear a Sokol, and he’d have to change into the pressurized, thermal suit before he pulled the trigger and returned to Earth. That suit could save his life if there was a pressure leak or any number of other problems.
Before he did that, however, he’d need supplies. The Soyuz
was supposed to land in Kazakhstan. Supposed to. Given the endless number of variables and no communication with the ground, Clayton couldn’t know for sure where he’d land. Plus, he had no concept of what the world might be like when he did return.
The capsule contained a survival kit, a newer version of the original Soviet NAZ-3 gear; the gear was exhaustive. The Russians hadn’t forgotten anything.
Stored in a myriad of white Nomex bags and strapped into the sides of the capsule were the pieces of the kit. Aside from a snowsuit and a wet suit for each of the three men on board, they’d included a Makarov pistol and ammunition, a wrist compass, waterproof matches and a fishing kit, whistle, screwdriver, sewing kit, double-edged switchblade saw, granulated ethyl alcohol, strobe light with a spare battery, flare, fire starters, a knife, an antenna, a signal mirror, medical kit, canteen, hoods, gloves, cold suits, knit caps, boots, a penlight, a pair of radios, and vacuum-packed food rations.
The Soviets designed them to provide emergency supplies for landing in any environment. There was enough in the kit to sustain three men for seventy-two hours. As the lone survivor, that kit would last Clayton nine days.
Still, despite the Russians’ forethought, he’d need more. He pulled himself upward through the habitation module and back into the Zvezda
service module. He needed to search the crew quarters and take whatever he could find that might be useful once he landed back on solid ground.
He started with Boris’s compartment, which the Russians called a cayuta. It was the closest to the Soyuz. He positioned himself above it and pulled open the single padded door.
It was the size of a phone booth but so much more personal. Clayton kept his hand on the door, afraid that letting go of it would allow the boiling guilt to overwhelm him.
Boris was dead. These belongings weren’t his anymore. Not really. Still, Clayton took a deep breath of filtered air and pulled himself inside the cramped space.
Against one wall was Boris’s sleeping bag strapped to the wall. Boris, like Clayton, needed to simulate sleep on Earth as much as he could. Some astronauts liked floating free in their quarters as they slept. Clayton had tried it and didn’t like it. Boris must not have either.
Across from the bag, photographs of the Voin family were tacked to the wall, a sad gallery of a life that no longer existed as they had in those happy, frozen moments.
There was Boris with his arms around his wife, Albina. He was dressed in his military uniform, his shoulders pressed back with pride. Albina was on his arm, a genuine smile on her face, a deep spray of laugh lines emanating from the corners of her eyes.
Another photograph was of the entire family: Boris, Albina, their daughter, Nadia, and son, Alexei. They had their arms around each other, shouldering backpacks on a bluff. Behind them were the Ural Mountains. Clayton recognized the jagged black peaks from his time training in Kazakhstan. They were as stark as they were beautiful. The Urals were a metaphor for the people of Eastern Europe. He touched the photograph with a finger and swallowed against a dry throat.
“Focus,” Clayton told himself, blinking back from the fantasy of what had been. “Find what you’re looking for.”
The problem was, he didn’t really know what he was looking for. He only knew he’d find it when he saw it. Neither of the laptops affixed to wall-mounted arms were functioning.
On what passed for a floor, there was a trio of two-by-two-foot metal boxes held down with bungee cords. They were latched closed but didn’t appear to have locks. Each was labeled with a piece of white electrical tape and Boris’s name written across it. Clayton pulled himself lower in the space, his legs sticking out into the module, and unlatched the first case.
Inside he found some extra white socks, a blue and gold Russian Orthodox Bible, some mission patches and pins, and a red Aeroflot Airlines T-Shirt. Clayton pilfered the socks and closed the box. He reattached the bungee and opened the second box.
In that box there was a rectangular package inside plain brown wrapping. Clayton remembered Boris receiving the package on the last Space X supply delivery. Boris hadn’t been excited about it, instead choosing to rifle through the candy treats and handwritten letters from home.
Clayton ran his finger along the Cyrillic script on the box, trying his best to read the scribbled letters. “Avar-riya-noh-yay rah-dee-yoh.”
Emergency radio.
His eyes widened. A smile spread across his face as he ripped into the package like an eight-year-old on Christmas morning.
The shreds of brown wrapping separated and floated above him as he held the black cardboard box firmly in his hands.
The radio was a Yaesu FT1DR digital/analog transceiver. The box indicated it came with a lithium ion battery. He opened up the cardboard flap and pulled out the limited warranty card. It was valid in the US and Canada only.
“What?” Clayton joked aloud. “No ISS warranty? What a piece of junk.”
Underneath the thick operating manual sitting inside the box’s lid were all the needed components still covered in their original plastic. He unwrapped the antenna, the pre-charged li-ion battery, the AC adapter, and the transceiver itself.
It was squatty and fit comfortably in his palm. He flipped it over, finding the charging port and the other important features. He snapped the battery to the back of the radio. It was attached to the radio’s rear outer shell and had a belt clip, which Clayton used to attach it to the pocket of his jumpsuit. He slipped the charger into the pocket and went for the third box.
He didn’t think he could find anything better than a HAM radio. He was wrong.
Inside the box was a relic of the Russian space program. Clayton didn’t even think they were allowed in orbit anymore. He didn’t care how Boris had managed to smuggle the device on board, he was merely thankful that he had.
He gently pulled the Soviet TP-82 into his hands. He held it there, staring at it for a moment as if he were looking into the Ark of the Covenant. The TP-82 was a triple-barreled combination firearm and ax. It was a survival aid for cosmonauts who risked being stranded in the Siberian wilderness after landing and before recovery.
The pistol, which could fire two different gauges of ammunition, had a detachable buttstock and was also a machete. It was a brilliant and brutal weapon used for more than twenty years. By 2007, the remaining ammunition designed for the TP-82 was deemed unstable and the elegant dual-use relic was replaced with a standard semiautomatic pistol.
Clayton ran his hand along the woodgrain forestock wrapping the barrel of the weapon and then strapped it back into the box. Next to it, carefully folded over onto itself, was an ammunition belt.
He stuffed the socks into the box alongside the weapon and ammo belt, pulled several of the photographs from the wall, and carefully set them inside the container, underneath socks. He closed the box and grabbed it with both hands before tucking it awkwardly under his left arm. He maneuvered his way back to the Soyuz, glided into the crew compartment, and strapped it into his seat.
Still giddy from his finds, he quickly floated back to the Harmony node and his own crew quarters. Unlike the single-door Russian cubbies, the four crew quarters in the American side of the ISS had thinner French doors that gave them their privacy.
Clayton fingered open the doors and floated into his quarters. Despite lamenting the end of the shuttle program, one benefit of hitching a ride in a Russian rocket was the PPK allotment. The PPK was the Personal Preference Kit. It was limited to twenty personal items. Whereas a shuttle crew could only have brought one and a half pounds with them in the PPK, the Soyuz
allowed for more than two pounds.
Clayton had used every ounce of his allotment for the PPK and for the OFK, the Official Flight Kit. He’d even worked the system by getting some of his favorite sweatshirts and ball caps labeled as “necessary supplies.” But as he fished through his quarters, he didn’t find anything practical to take with him other than a box of energy bars.
He spun himself using the pole mount for his laptop and grabbed photographs off the wall behind it. He didn’t take the time to look at them, to think about them, to worry about the people in them. He couldn’t do that. Staring at Boris’s family had been enough.
He stacked the photographs on top of one another and tucked them into a crease at the edge of the box of energy bars. Clayton gave the space another cursory glance and pushed himself out of the space toward Ben Greenwood’s, which was directly across from his in Node 2.
He floated in the doorway to Ben’s quarters. His space was relatively empty. He liked living a Spartan life on the ISS. The less he had with him, the more he’d appreciate those missing things when he got back to Earth.
There was one thing Clayton took: a photograph of Ben and his parents. It was taken in Kazakhstan before they went into quarantine preflight. Ben had proudly affixed it to the wall next to his sleeping bag. It was the last photograph of the three of them.
Ben was in the center, his arms around his parents’ waists. Ben and his father wore matching smiles. Clayton could see the older man in the younger one and vice versa. Father and son no doubt. They even shared the same receding hairline.
Ben’s mom was smiling too, although it was different. Clayton could tell it was forced. Her teeth were pressed together as she might show them to a dentist. In her eyes, instead of beaming pride, he saw worry.
He’d never noticed it in the photograph before. Maybe he was transposing his own emotions, manipulating her gaze with what he knew now to be her son’s fate.
Ben’s mother had never liked his chosen profession. She understood it, she was proud of him, but she didn’t like it. She’d told Clayton once that she’d had a recurring dream her son would die in space and that she wouldn’t get to bury him. She’d confided in Clayton that the nightmare would wake her up drenched in sweat.
“No American has ever died in space,” Clayton had tried to reassure her. “Ever.”
“There’s a first for everything,” she’d replied, sadness in her voice. It was like she knew. A mother’s intuition or something.
Clayton stuck the picture into the power bar box with his other photographs. He’d return it to the Greenwoods. It was the least he could do for them.
He backed out of Ben’s quarters and flew out of the Harmony module, making his way back through the maze to the Zvezda service module. He found an outlet with a North American adapter in it and plugged in the AC charger for the radio, unclipped the radio from his belt, and connected it. Even if the li-ion battery had a charge, he’d need it fully juiced.
Clayton left the radio plugged in and floating while he pushed himself from Node 1 through the Russian FGB Module into the service module. He maneuvered to the rows of sealed plastic bags clipped to one of the four walls. He picked through the labeled bags, looking for his favorite dehydrated and ready-to-eat foods. “Favorite” was a relative term, as so many things were in space. Although he wasn’t in love with any of the foods, there were some that were more tolerable than others. He held a half dozen in his hands and spun to the opposite wall. There he found red containers, which held Russian food. He plucked a couple of the Russian meals and added them to his haul, stuffed all of the food into a trash bag, twisted the top, and tied it into a knot.
Floating in the middle of the node, holding a sack full of food, Clayton realized he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten.
Breakfast? Dinner the night before? No. It was breakfast.
He wasn’t hungry though. There was too much to do. Nonetheless, he knew he’d need the energy to think straight. He let go of the sack and took an energy bar from the station’s stash on the wall. Quickly, he gobbled the dry nutrition, grabbed the food sack, retucked his personal box of energy bars and photographs, and pushed himself back to Node 1 and the Zvezda.
He floated into the module and strapped the box and the sack to the wall. Then he checked his new toy, the radio. If there was any chance of communication with NASA, Roscosmos, or ESA, this would be it. He had no Internet, and the comms used to connect with any of the mission control centers had failed. This handheld radio was possible gold.
Clayton was a ham. He had a technician’s amateur license, which allowed him to communicate with people on Earth through the high-powered frequencies reserved for those allowed to use them. Despite all of his other accomplishments, he was especially proud of his FCC-issued HAM call sign KD5XMX. His wife teased him he should have spent less time on the radio and more time learning Russian. Or better yet, she’d joked, he should have spoken Russian on the radio.
NASA had suggested, though not required, he get his license while he was in training for the mission. He’d taken on the task more seriously than he took to learning Russian, and at this moment was thanking himself.
The radio was seventy-five percent charged. He’d keep it plugged in while he tried connecting with any of the ISS’s earthbound handlers.
It was a last-ditch effort to get help before he attempted to manually bring the Soyuz
back to Earth, and it was his best hope at finding out how dire the situation was before he landed and found himself in the middle of the Dark Ages.
He unplugged the radio and took a deep breath before pushing himself through the maze and to the Columbus
module. Once there, he rechecked the three HAM radios permanently installed in the ISS. None of them worked.
Clayton disconnected the antenna connection to one of the installed HAM radios and attached it to the antenna connection for the Yaseu. Even though the installed radios were dead, the CME wouldn’t have had any effect on the external antennas.
Fidgeting with the buttons on the portable transceiver’s face, he pushed the variable frequency operation and memory input and programmed an analog frequency of 146.52 into the A bank. He switched to the B bank and programmed 145.80.
He’d chosen the two frequencies because the first was a common calling frequency, especially in the United States and Canada. The second frequency was a common one they’d used during their seventy-two days in orbit. He hadn’t checked a window to know where over Earth he was flying. It didn’t really matter. Wherever he was, he’d have only a short window to connect and communicate. It was a literal shot in the dark.
Clayton said a prayer and keyed the transmit button. “Calling any station, anywhere. Calling any station, anywhere. This is Kilo Delta Five X-ray Mike X-ray on the International Space Station. I’m calling on one forty-six dot five two. Calling any station, anywhere. Please reply. Over.”
He waited a moment and then switched to the other frequency and tried again. He was looking for anyone, anywhere in the world. One. Single. Person.
Clayton fiddled with the volume, hoping that would somehow help. He received no response. He tried again.
He alternated between the two channels, repeating his call. Each time he repeated the words, the desperation became more audible to anyone who might hear him.
“Calling any station, anywhere. Calling any station, anywhere. This is KD5XMX on the International Space Station.”
Nothing.
Then…something.
At first it was a crackle-laced whisper, only a fragment of a word or phrase. Clayton couldn’t make out what the person was saying. He couldn’t even be sure it was a person.
He pressed the radio closer to his mouth and more quickly repeated his call. “Calling any station, anywhere. Calling any station, anywhere. This is KD5XMX on the International Space Station.”
After a long moment, a single crystal-clear word came that almost made Clayton wish he’d heard nothing at all. It was a weak voice, maybe a child’s, perhaps a young woman.
“Help.”
 



CHAPTER 8
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 8:37 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The sunlight cascading into the bedroom woke Jackie. She squinted, blinked until her eyes adjusted, and sat up in bed. She hadn’t slept much, and what little sleep she did get was pronged with a nagging worry. It was a dread that clouded her dreams.
Like so many moms, Jackie had lost her ability to sleep soundly once she’d had children. She was always on the edge of consciousness, listening for coughs or cries.
This was different. This was the uneasy sleep of a woman who knew sleep was a luxury and that whenever she awoke, she’d find herself living more of a nightmare than her subconscious could ever conjure. Her son was somewhere in North Texas. She had no idea whether or not he was okay. A nagging uneasiness dogged her every time she drifted toward sleep. She kept reaching for her phone on the bedside table, checking it to see if it worked. It didn’t. Even the landlines were dead.
Jackie lay awake picturing Chris in the park. She imagined he’d slept buried in his sleeping bag. He called it his cocoon. He often asked to sleep in it at home, on his bed.
She trusted Rick. He wasn’t the best husband, nobody would argue that. He was a good dad though, and Chris liked him. When Kenny had asked if Chris could go camping with him and his dad for the long weekend, she’d agreed. It would get her son’s mind off his father’s absence.
Clayton’s adventure had been rough on all of them, but especially Chris. He missed his father. He needed his father. The video chats and emails weren’t enough.
She hoped Chris wouldn’t connect the problems on Earth with potential problems in orbit. There was too much to worry about. Just. Too. Much.
Her room reeked of stale smoke. Her stomach churned. The taste of vomit coated her tongue. She needed to shower, put on some fresh clothes, and brush her teeth. She’d feel a world better if she did those things before tackling whatever came next.
Marie was still asleep, a deep line of worry running vertically between her eyebrows. Her mouth was curved in a frown.
Jackie reached out toward Marie’s shoulder but stopped and pulled her hand back, deciding to let her sleep. She planted her feet on the floor and walked to the bathroom.
She cranked on the shower but kept the water at a temperature not quite as hot as she’d like. Hot water was a commodity now.
She undressed, tossed her clothes into the hamper, and grabbed a towel from the linen closet. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror above her sink and stopped.
Jackie hardly recognized herself. She leaned in to the reflection, her attention drawn to the deep purplish circles that ran around her sunken eyes. There was a trio of deep creases running across the length of her brow. Her face was gray with smudges of soot accenting her cheeks.
It hadn’t even been twelve hours and she looked as though she’d been struggling for weeks. She took a deep breath, filling her lungs, and exhaled. Her breath fogged the glass.
Her shower was quick, only long enough to wash away the grime of the previous night and give her a shot of much-needed energy.
She slipped into clean undergarments, which felt like heaven, and then found a well-worn long-sleeved Gators T-shirt and some yoga pants. She was going for comfort.
Jackie brushed her teeth and then the excess water from her hair. She looked again at the mirror. While she still looked exhausted, at least the grime was gone.
She crept out of the bedroom without waking Marie. Reggie and Candace were in the kitchen, eating breakfast. They’d made themselves at home.
“Morning,” Jackie said. “How are you?”
Candace shrugged. Her eyes were puffy and red, her chin and forehead smudged with soot. Her mousy brown hair hung limply onto her shoulders.
Reggie scratched the gray stubble on his chin. “Okay, I guess,” he answered between bites of an energy bar, “considering the circumstances.”
Jackie pulled open the refrigerator. A soft blast of slightly cooler-than-room-temperature air blew onto her face. She grabbed a half-full gallon of milk and set it onto the countertop.
She found a glass and poured it full of milk. “Where’s everyone else?”
“Sleeping, I think,” Reggie answered. “Lana tossed and turned most of the night.”
“You seen Betty or Brian?”
“Not yet.”
Jackie turned to her new neighbor. “Candace?” she asked, drawing the woman’s attention. “How are you?”
Candace’s eyes glistened. Her lower lip and chin quivered. She buried her face in her hands and whimpered softly.
Jackie put down her glass and hurried to Candace. She wrapped her arms around the woman. Candace couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. It was hard to tell. She was overweight. Not fat, but not thin either. That, combined with the stress etched into her tired face, made her appear older than Jackie thought her to be.
“I know,” Jackie said, rubbing her hands on Candace’s back. “You miss Chad. You did everything you could, Candace. You really did.”
Candace gently pulled away and nodded. “I know.” She sniffled. “I know. I can’t get the image out of my mind. The sight of him there on the ground. Dead. We were going to get married, you know.” Candace’s voice warbled. “We’d picked out a ring and everything. He was going to propose on Valentine’s Day in Cancun.”
Jackie looked over at Reggie. His eyes were welling too.
“I’m not sure where I go from here,” said Candace. “What do I do?” She looked Jackie in the eyes, searching for the answer.
Jackie tried to smile. “That’s what we’re going to figure out today. We’re going to take stock and formulate a plan. Right, Reggie?”
Reggie cleared his throat and wiped his eyes with his knuckled fist. “Right,” he said. “We’ll figure out a plan. Together.”
Candace smiled. The shift in her features pressed the tears from her eyes and down her cheeks. “Thank you.”
Marie’s voice broke the silence. “Morning.” She trudged into the kitchen, her eyes still half shut with sleep.
“Morning,” Jackie said. “I didn’t expect you up so soon.”
“I couldn’t sleep,” she said. “I want to go see the neighborhood.” Her eyes widened as they adjusted to the light streaking in through the large kitchen windows.
“I don’t know, I’m not sure we—”
“I think it’s a good idea,” Betty interrupted, walking down the stairs. Her right hand glided along the wrought-iron bannister, guiding her down the steps. “We shouldn’t wallow inside. We should survey the neighborhood. Look for other survivors. Check the damage to our homes.”
Jackie pressed her lips into a straight line. She resisted the urge to tell Betty to parent her own child and instead smiled. “Maybe you’re right,” she conceded. “It would be good. But first I think—”
“I think it should be the first thing we do,” said Betty. “We need to see what’s out there.” Betty sidled up to the kitchen island and pressed her palms flat against it. Her gray hair was pulled back into a messy bun. She was wearing the same smoke-stained clothing from the night before.
Jackie’s expression flattened, as did her tone. “We need an inventory,” she stated purposefully. “We can’t eat, drink, bathe, or do much of anything until we know how far our rations will go. We’ve got seven people in this house. Seven, Betty.”
Betty rapped her fingers on the island, her false nails clicking rhythmically on the granite. “Well,” she huffed, “I—”
“You’re both right,” Reggie interrupted. “We need an inventory, which I’ve started. And we should survey the neighborhood. We can do both at the same time.”
Jackie eyed Betty from messy bun to bare feet. She’d never much cared for the woman but had always been neighborly. She knew Betty had her hands full. A single mother of a child with special needs was bound to have sharpened elbows.
While Jackie could bite her tongue at block parties or in passing on the jogging path, having the acerbic woman in her home was another matter. She took a deep breath and nodded in agreement with Reggie. When the others awoke, they’d split up into two teams. That would appease everyone.
Reggie shot Jackie another knowing glance. His lips were pursed, his brow knitted. Jackie figured he was thinking the same thing she was: It wouldn’t be long before people were a bigger challenge than the lack of power.
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The odor hit Jackie first. She couldn’t place it, but it was awful. It was pungent and sour and made the hair stand on her neck.
She was standing at the end of her driveway, surveying what was left of the homes and the aircraft that crashed into them.
She tried breathing through her mouth in small sips. It didn’t help. The overwhelming odor that choked the air only intensified as she stepped closer to the charred pile of wood and metal and fabric and bodies.
Bodies.
That was it. She smelled death. Amidst the sting of remnant smoke was the stench of burned flesh and hair.
“Nothing’s left,” Marie said. She was standing behind her mother. Somehow the two of them had convinced Betty it was best if she stayed home with Brian. She’d reluctantly acquiesced.
Jackie was doing her best not to gag. “Nothing,” she whispered. Tears rolled from her eyes as she thought about the horror of the previous night. “Those poor people.”
Marie tugged on her arm. “C’mon, Mom,” she said, pulling her away from the carnage. “Let’s go look around. We should find out what other people are doing.”
Jackie followed her daughter up the street toward the circle that encompassed their neighborhood. When they reached the end of their street, Jackie’s mind flashed to the night before. She’d cut the corner and run right to the other cul-de-sac, sprinting across the grass into what had resembled a war zone.
Marie stepped ahead of her mother and started walking backward. “You okay?”
Jackie offered her daughter as close to a smile as she could muster. “That’s relative, isn’t it?”
Marie shrugged and lowered her eyes, slowing to walk alongside Jackie. They turned right.
Jackie silently chastised herself. That wasn’t the right answer to give her daughter, even if it was the truth. Marie needed a confident, strong mother. She draped her arm around Marie’s shoulder. “I’m fine,” she said. “We will all be okay. I was just thinking about the poor people who didn’t survive last night.”
A look of relief washed over Marie’s features. Her eyes brightened; the corners of her mouth turned upward.
Jackie turned her attention to what lay before them. There were a dozen houses on the straightaway before the circle curved to the right. The driveways were littered with camping chairs, folding tables, and coolers. It looked like a block party. However, the faces of her neighbors weren’t festive. They bore the wrinkles of concern and the frowns of worry. If they were standing, their shoulders were hunched. If seated, they were slouched, their chins against their chests.
It was a neighborhood defeated.
Jackie approached the first house on the left. Sitting side by side was an elderly couple, the Vickerses. They’d lived in the neighborhood longer than anyone. Pop Vickers, as everyone called him, was a retired NASA engineer. He’d worked on the Mercury and Apollo programs. Clayton loved talking to him about the space program’s “glory days.”
Pop waved. His wife, Nancy, smiled, almost. She was the shier of the two. Always polite, Nancy tended to keep her distance and let Pop flutter about as the social butterfly.
Jackie stopped at the end of their driveway and planted her hands on her hips. “How are you both doing? Can I do anything for you? Do you need anything?”
Groaning, Pop pushed himself from his chair and shuffled down the drive to Jackie and Marie. He was wearing a blue Adidas jogging suit and bright orange Crocs.
“I think we’re okay,” he said, his voice raspy with age. “We’ve got food and water. Thank goodness we didn’t put in one of those tankless water heaters. You know they don’t work if the power’s out?”
Jackie smiled. “I didn’t. I’m glad we didn’t do it either, then.”
Pop’s wiry eyebrows arched high above his pale blue eyes. “You see the fireball last night?”
Jackie nodded. “I did. Very sad.”
“I heard there were other crashes,” said Pop. “Other planes, I mean. This wasn’t the only one.”
Jackie’s heart quickened. “What do you mean?”
“You know I’m a HAM operator,” he said, sticking out his white stubbled chin. “HAM radio. I keep it in my gun safe in the master bedroom. Whenever the power goes out or we get a hurricane coming this way, I play around with it.”
“I think I knew that,” Jackie said.
“So I was on it last night and again this morning,” he said. “There was talk about other planes going down. People think this is one of those electromagnetic pulses you hear so much about nowadays. I don’t think that’s it, though.”
“What do you think it—” Jackie cocked her head to one side. “Wait. Did you say your radio worked?”
Pop smiled proudly. “Yep. If it was an EMP or anything else that caused a power surge, the radio survived because it was in that safe.”
“So if it wasn’t an EMP, what was it? Some kind of storm?”
“There are all kinds of conspiracy theories floating around on the radio,” Pop said. “Who knows? Everything from a legitimate terror attack, to government false flags, to the Chinese hacking our electrical grid. I don’t buy any of those.”
“What do you buy?”
“Space weather,” he said. “Solar storm. That’s why we had that aurora. It’s red ’cause it’s so far south.”
Jackie heard the word “space” and her gut tightened. Her fear must have shown on her face, because Pop’s eyes widened and he stuttered through a more comforting explanation.
“I-I’m sorry,” he said. “S-sorry. That sounded crass. I know Clayton is up there.” His eyes drifted to the sky as he kept talking. “Just so you know, the ISS does have protection against magnetic storms. Plus its life support and electrical systems have redundancies for their redundancies. I’m sure he’s okay.”
Jackie licked her lips. “Please keep me posted if you hear any more on the radio, okay?”
“I’m sure he’s okay,” said Pop, his voice straining. “Even if it’s space weather, he’ll be fine.”
Jackie put her hands on Pop’s shoulders and then pulled him to her for a hug. “I know,” she said. “Clay is a survivor.”
Pop’s eyes glistened. She knew Pop didn’t believe what he was saying. “I’ll be back to check on you.”
She led Marie away from the driveway and heard Nancy scold her husband for his lack of discretion.
“For a man who’s supposed to be so smart,” she said to Pop, “sometimes you’re a total idiot.”
Jackie took Marie’s hand and led her further down the street and past the cul-de-sac that ran parallel to theirs. She looked to her right, taking it in as they walked by it. There was a yellowish haze that hung low in the air at the dead end. She could see the backpack still in the street. Jackie swallowed hard.
“Mom,” Marie asked, letting go of her mother’s hold, “was Mr. Vickers telling you the truth?”
“About what?”
“That Dad’s okay.”
Jackie nodded. “Yes.”
Marie sucked in a deep breath. “I hope so.”
“Jackie?” came a woman’s voice from a driveway two houses ahead on the left. “Jackie Shepard, is that you?”
Standing at the end of her driveway was Rebecca Fulton, a fellow NASA spouse. Her husband, Mark, worked in Mission Control at Johnson Space Center.
Mission Control.
Jackie instantly picked up her pace to Rebecca’s driveway. The two women met at the curb and embraced.
“Oh God,” said Rebecca. “I saw the fire. The flames. Smoke. I didn’t know…I should have… But I didn’t. I’m so glad to see you.”
“It’s okay,” said Jackie. “We’re okay. We’ve got some others at our house. We’ll be fine. You?”
Rebecca stepped back from Jackie. She folded her arms, hugging herself. She motioned to the window above the garage with her head. “The kids are upstairs,” she said. “They’re already going stir-crazy.”
“What about Mark?”
“He’s stuck at work, I guess,” she said. “I haven’t heard from him yet. He’s got a long-range two-way radio with him he uses when he hunts. I’ve tried him on it. No answer. I’ll keep trying. Mine’s working. I pulled it out of an old Coleman aluminum cooler. It’s about the only electronic thing that isn’t dead. No other radio, no television, no phones, no news.”
Jackie’s eyes welled again, surprising her. She’d thought she was dry of tears. “If you do talk to him, and he mentions Clay…”
Rebecca’s brow furrowed sympathetically. “Of course,” she said. “The second I hear anything.”
“Thanks,” Jackie said. “It’s hard not knowing…”
“Of course.”
“I have half a mind to go up to JSC myself.” She laughed.
Rebecca smiled. “I don’t blame you. I’m worried about Mark and he’s only a couple of miles away. I can only imagine…” Her eyes shifted toward the sky. “If that were my husband…”
It wasn’t Rebecca’s husband up there. It was Jackie’s. She knew Rebecca couldn’t imagine what it was like. Nobody could. Clayton was in space, one of fewer than six hundred people ever to leave Earth’s atmosphere. She was one of fewer than six hundred spouses to watch their soul mates strap into a tube with an explosive device attached to it and rocket off the planet.
True, it wasn’t like she was Alan Shepard’s wife, Louise, or Neil Armstrong’s first wife, Janet, or even Annie Glenn, John’s wife. They were true pioneers in every sense of the word. They were badass women with adrenaline-junkie husbands. Still, Jackie was in an elite club and Rebecca had reminded her of her unique, unenviable situation.
While she appreciated Rebecca’s kindness, she also wanted to scream at her and tell her that her husband being two miles away was in no way, shape, or form comparable to where Clayton was.
Jackie said goodbye to Rebecca and again took Marie’s hand. “I’ve seen enough,” she said. “We can go back to the house.”
“We haven’t walked the whole loop, Mom,” Marie protested. “We haven’t seen everything.”
Jackie was flooded with a confluence of conflicting emotions she didn’t like. She was worried, angry, afraid, resentful. Her husband had left her alone to cope with whatever madness had befallen them. She didn’t like that last emotion. It came from nowhere and felt like acid in an empty stomach.
“We don’t need to see everything, Marie,” she snipped, looking at the helpless, vacant faces of the neighbors sulking with worry in their driveways and yards.
Jackie marched home with purpose. She had no real concept of how dire their situation might be even if she believed it to be life-altering. She was certain, though, walking around the block wouldn’t change whatever the truth might be.
She needed to act as if the end of the world had happened and her husband was never coming home. That was a possibility with which she needed to cope, for which she needed to prepare. No more feeling sorry for herself. It was pointless.
There were a half dozen people in her home who would depend on her strength to weather the coming days. Her son would be home soon, she hoped. The people under her roof needed a leader. They needed someone who stopped worrying about what had happened or what might happen.
They needed a badass woman who was married to an adrenaline junkie. That was what they’d get.
She wasn’t taking crap from Betty, and she wasn’t deferring to Reggie. It was her house. She was in charge. She would lead her crew out of the rabbit hole.
Jackie marched down her street, Marie in tow, and neared her home. She took deep breaths in through her nostrils as she walked with long, purposeful strides. The dank, nauseating odor returned. The smell of death was as unmistakable as it was rancid.
Jackie closed her mouth, pressing her lips into a tight, straight line. Instead of trying to avoid the smell, however, she welcomed it. She took it in, recording it with her senses. It would make her tougher.
She could not avoid what lay in front of her. The more she accepted the reality as she believed it to be, the more prepared she was to survive it.
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 11:01 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The household, as it now stood, was gathered around the kitchen’s granite island. Betty and Brian were seated on barstools; Reggie, Lana, Candace, and Marie were standing; Marie was leaning on her elbows, her cheeks smushed in her hands. Reggie was going through the lists of supplies, suggesting how they should ration food and water.
Jackie wasn’t listening to the conversation. She was thinking about her son, Chris. She’d convinced herself he was safe. He was camping in a familiar place; he was with Rick Walsh, a capable man. Most importantly, he was earthbound.
The more she thought about him, though, the more an uneasy ache settled in her gut. After hearing others complain about their cars, she’d tried to start hers. It was dead.
If her car was fried and others in the neighborhood were too, how was Rick going to get Chris home? Were they stuck at the park with only a couple of days’ worth of food?
She took a deep breath and tried to clear her mind. She couldn’t be the leader she needed to be if she was focused on what she couldn’t control.
“Jackie,” said Reggie, waving his hand in front of her face. “Jackie?”
She blinked back to attention. “Sorry. I was just thinking.”
“We need to talk about self-defense,” Reggie said. “What is our plan?”
Betty grabbed hold of the conversation. “If we’re talking about guns, I’m not comfortable with that. It’s an accident waiting to happen. I’ve never been a fan of guns. Nope.” She slammed her hands flat on the granite.
Brian was rocking in his seat. His arms were folded and he was picking at the dry skin on his elbows.
Jackie sighed. “I think we are talking about guns, Betty,” she said. “I have my Concealed Handgun License. I’ve got a couple of handguns in the house. Reggie?”
“I’ve got a rifle and a revolver. They’re in your garage, along with the ammo.”
Betty pushed herself to her feet. The barstool squeaked along the floor as she stood. “I’m not okay with this. I don’t like the idea of guns in the house. Not with my son here.”
Jackie bit the inside of her cheek. “I understand your concer—”
“Do you?” Betty asked, her words dripping with derision. She planted her hands on her hips, her brows arched high above her eyes. “Do you really ‘understand my concerns’?” She made air quotes with her hands.
Jackie clamped her teeth onto the other side of her cheek. There was no point in poking the bear yet.
Betty’s face reddened. “You can’t understand my concerns, Jackie,” she said, her arms flailing. “You don’t have a child like Brian. You aren’t raising your kids alone. You didn’t lose your house in a fire last night. You still have your granite countertops and stainless steel refrigerator. You still have window treatments and area rugs. You can’t understand!”
Brian’s rocking had intensified. “Six days, eight hours,” he chanted, his eyes closed. “Six days, eight hours. Six days, eight hours.”
Her anger immediately softened and Betty placed her hand on Brian’s back. Tears streamed down her face. “What is it, Brian? Mom is sorry for upsetting you.”
Brian kept his eyes closed but maintained the steady, even pace of his rocking. “Six days, eight hours.”
Betty used a fingertip to swab the corners of her eyes. “What is? Tell Mom.”
“Food and water,” Brian said. “Food and water. Six days, eight hours.”
Reggie stepped around the counter to Brian. “I calculated we have seven or eight days,” he said. “I added the fresh food, canned food, and bottled water. I’m pretty sure we can last more than a week. If we conserve even more, we can go longer than that.”
Brian shook his head. “Seven people,” he said. “Seven people. Six days, eight hours.”
Reggie’s lips moved as he silently recalculated the numbers in his head. Then his eyes grew wide with the recognition he was wrong. “Wow, Brian, you’re right. I only counted six people. I didn’t account for Candace.”
A strained smile brightened Brian’s face. “Seven people. Seven people. Six days, eight hours.”
“And when Chris comes home,” Jackie said, “that’s—”
“Five days, thirteen hours,” Brian said. “Eight people, five days, thirteen hours.”
Betty laughed through her tears. “Do you see?” she said to the group, her eyes dancing across the room from person to person. “Do you see? He’s not like us. He doesn’t process information the same way. I don’t want guns in the same house as my son.”
As a mother, Jackie couldn’t imagine the difficulties Betty faced on a daily basis, let alone in the midst of a crisis. Betty was at the breaking point. She was fragile and needed handling with kid gloves.
Jackie braced herself, knowing that what she was about to say would infuriate Betty and might alienate her from the others. However, it had to be said. This was her house. No matter how unique Brian might be, she had to do what was best for the group.
“Betty,” she said softly, “I cannot empathize with you or understand the difficulties you face every day. I don’t pretend to know your life.”
Betty bristled. “I sense a ‘but’ coming.”
Jackie inhaled through her nostrils, taking a beat before dropping the hammer. She eyed Betty, holding the woman’s sharp glare. “But this is my house.”
Betty rolled her eyes. “Here we go. I knew this was coming.”
Jackie maintained her gentle tone. “It’s true, Betty. You are here at my invitation. I am happy to have all of you here as long as you need to stay. You have a place here. All of you. But you’ll need to abide by my rules. If that’s not okay with you, then we can find another place for you to go. I’d rather you not leave. That’s your call.”
The room was quiet for a moment. There was no immediate dissent. Betty was fidgeting with her fingernails. Brian was sitting still, picking at his elbows.
“I think that’s fair,” Reggie said, breaking the silence. “It’s more than generous, really.”
Lana nodded and echoed her husband’s sentiments. Candace agreed.
“Don’t look at me,” Marie muttered. “I already live under her rules.”
That elicited chuckles from everyone but Betty and Brian. Betty’s face wore an exaggerated frown, the downward curve of her mouth etched into jowls.
Jackie stepped around to Betty, placing her hand on her neighbor’s shoulder. “We’re not engaging in a shoot-out in my living room,” she said. “I don’t want that either. I want to defend this house from outsiders who would…”
“Hurt us,” said Reggie. “We don’t want anyone hurting us.”
Betty sucked in a deep breath and exhaled. “I don’t have a choice. I really don’t.”
“Thank you, Betty,” said Jackie, her hand still on Betty’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re staying.”
“We should really talk about the guns,” said Reggie. “It’s part of our plan. It may only be another day or two before people start getting desperate.”
Lana shot Reggie a look. He’d opened the can of worms too quickly.
Betty pulled away from Jackie and rolled her eyes. “I need some air,” she huffed and marched toward the front door. “I’m allowed outside, aren’t I?” she asked without turning around.
Jackie didn’t answer. There was no point.
Betty unlocked the door and swung it open. She shrieked and jumped back at the sight of Rebecca Fulton standing in the doorway, her hand poised and ready to knock. Betty brushed past her without saying anything and bounded out the door.
“Was it something I said?” Rebecca asked, peeking her head into the house.
Jackie noticed Rebecca had a radio in her hand. “No,” she said and waved her into the house. “Please, come on in.”
“I have some news,” she said. “I heard from Mark.”
Jackie’s heart leapt. Her mouth went dry and she swallowed hard. “And?”
Rebecca held up the radio. “We only talked for a couple of minutes on the radio, so I only got basics.”
Jackie’s hands were trembling. “Okay,” she said expectantly.
Rebecca took a deep breath and then unleashed what she knew. “He said MCC-H lost power. All of their primary systems went down.” Her words were like boulders rolling downhill, accelerating as they spilled forward. “It was chaos in there for hours.”
Jackie felt the energy sucked from her core. The conversation wasn’t heading where she’d hoped, where she’d initially assumed it would go. The weight grew heavier on her chest. She found it difficult to breathe.
She managed a question through quick, controlled breaths. She was trying to keep her wits about her. “What are you saying, Rebecca?”
Rebecca held up her hands in defense. “I’m just telling you what happened. They lost power, but they have backup systems. Mark says its ‘double-redundancy’ or something like that.”
“So the power’s back on?”
Rebecca nodded. “Yes. They have all of their critical systems back up. They’re working on communication.”
The now familiar slug of nausea hit her stomach. “Working on it? What does that mean?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Rebecca said. “He can’t talk about it. Especially on the radio. He did say they haven’t talked with the ISS since the event.”
“The event?”
“That’s what he called it. I know I’m not bringing good news. But it’s news. They are working to reestablish communication. That’s the best I can do.”
Jackie sighed. She flexed her fingers, trying to stop the trembling. “I know,” she said. “I appreciate it.”
She stepped to Rebecca and gave her neighbor a hug. It couldn’t have been easy for the woman to come over with what was essentially bad news. It was kind of her.
Rebecca held onto Jackie and whispered in her ear, “He’ll be fine, Jackie. He will. We’re all praying for him, and the team is doing everything it can. Mark said that.”
Jackie thanked her again. “If you need anything, let us know. We’re here.” She led Rebecca back to the door and saw her out. She looked to the street and saw Betty standing in the middle of it, staring at what little was left of her house. “I’ll be right back,” she said to Marie.
Jackie was struggling. She was flexing her will, exuding strength and leadership. She was also crumbling inside. Her thirteen-year-old son was somewhere in North Texas and possibly unable to get home, and she now definitively knew her husband was incommunicado. Nobody on Earth, not a single person, knew if he and the two other men with him were dead or alive.
She didn’t even know for certain what “the event” was. She suspected Pop Vickers down the street was right. It was a solar storm. Space weather.
Jackie swallowed past the thought and balled her hands into fists. If she was going to keep it together, she’d have to focus not on her needs, but those of others. The people in her house, every one of them, had to see her attending to them. If they believed she had their best interests in mind, that she would do anything for them, they would do anything for her when the time came.
She stepped from her driveway and into the street, sidling silently up beside Betty. Betty was crying softly. Jackie could hear the ragged breaths that came with loss. She resisted the urge to put her arm around the woman or offer her any physical comfort, not wanting Betty to sense her own fear.
She stood next to Betty for more than a half hour. The two of them surveyed the smoldering char together but alone. When Jackie sensed the moment was right, and she’d managed to control her own emotions, she reached out for Betty’s hand. Betty took it and the two women walked back to the house.
It was time to move forward.
 



CHAPTER 9
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 12:05 PM CST
HIGHWAY 67, RAINBOW, TEXAS
They hadn’t moved much in twenty minutes. Rick had meticulously maneuvered the Jeep past the initial pileups only to find himself stuck on Highway 67 at the Brazos River. The bridge over the river was bifurcated. The eastbound lanes were narrow and blocked by half of a mobile home set atop the bed of a tractor trailer. The westbound lanes were narrow too and were obstructed by a three-car pileup halfway along the span. There was no going around the river and he’d worked too hard to risk backtracking west.
There was a cluster of seven cottages on the north side of the highway. The longer they sat in the cramped Jeep, the more inviting they looked with their bright green roofs and taupe siding. The rental cabins faced each other in a large circle on a sloping green hill that rolled gently to the river’s edge. Rick imagined they had soft, comfortable mattresses and kitchenettes stocked with snack food and hot coffee.
“How long are we going to wait?” asked Nikki. “We can sit here waiting for the earth to spin, or we could make something happen.”
Rick unhooked his seatbelt and shifted his weight to look back at her. “I already went up there once,” he said, pointing at the mobile home. “There’s no moving that thing.”
“You didn’t really look. You checked it, made a snap decision, and came back here,” she countered. “I’m tempted to cross the river on foot. We’re sitting ducks in this Jeep. Somebody is eventually going to—”
“We have kids in the car,” said Rick, shooting daggers at her.
Kenny was asleep, his head awkwardly leaning against the window behind Rick’s seat. Chris was awake.
“What does that mean?” Chris asked, his eyes wide with fear.
Rick sighed. There was no point in lying to him. “Nikki thinks we shouldn’t be sitting here. She thinks it’ll attract bad people.”
Chris swiveled his head in both directions, looking for bad people. “Is she right?”
“Maybe,” Rick acknowledged. “Let’s go check again and see if we can find a way around that mobile home.”
Chris’s eyes lit up and he reached for the door handle without waiting for an answer.
Rick looked at Mumphrey and then back at Nikki. “You wanna come?”
Nikki nodded. “Yep.”
“Sure thing,” said Mumphrey. “Always happy to help.”
“Let’s all go, then,” said Rick. He woke up his son, who groggily joined the others outside the locked Jeep. He retrieved the handgun from the glove box, tucked it in his waistband underneath his shirt, and climbed out of the Jeep, stuffing the keys in his pocket.
They trudged up the bridge. It was eerily quiet. The trees bordering the highway were still. The skies were empty. No clouds, no airplanes, no birds. It reminded him of the days after 9/11, when he was in college. This was different though.
The enemy was unseen. In fact, they didn’t really know what had happened. Some fanatics thought the biblical end of days was upon them. He was of the opinion that an electrical charge had killed just about everything. His Jeep survived because it didn’t have any computers. Who’d have thought having an old-fashioned distributor instead of electronic ignition would be a lifesaver? It was EMP-proof.
They walked between the white concrete rail and the outer edge of the wide road. Rick dragged his hand along the thick Visqueen sheeting that covered the open half of the mobile home. They reached the cab of the red Kenworth truck hauling the half-home. Rick knocked on the door. Nobody answered, so he knocked again.
“Hang on,” a voice grumbled from inside the cab. “Hang on.”
Rick stepped back. “Guess somebody’s there.”
A young man with at least a week’s worth of patchy scruff appeared at the window. His hair was short but matted on one side. He had a long red crease down the right side of his face as evidence Rick had awoken him. The man knuckled the corner of his eye and blinked a couple of times before cracking the window.
“What do you want?” he said through a yawn and a thick East Texas drawl.
Rick motioned to the trailer. “You’re blocking the road, so—”
The man scratched his chin and laughed. “Really?” He slapped his cheeks with his hands and opened his mouth to feign surprise. “I had no idea. Thanks so much for letting me know.”
Rick clenched his jaw but smiled through it. He needed the man’s help. “You’re welcome. Now that you know about your truck, you think there’s any way we could help you move it?”
The man ran a hand through his hair and eyeballed the group, his gaze lingering uncomfortably on Nikki. He kept his eyes there, licked his lips, and addressed Rick. “I don’t think so,” he said, a crooked smile worming across his face. He winked at Nikki. “Looks to me like you can just keep walking. I’ll be happy to watch you from behind as you leave.”
“We’re not walking,” Nikki said. “We’re driving.”
The man rolled down his window halfway and then leaned on it with one arm. “That so?”
“Yep.”
“You got a hitch or something?” asked Mumphrey. “Maybe a winch even? I was thinking, if you did, we could disconnect the—”
“Hold up there, old man,” said the man. “You’re not commandeering my rig here. I mean, unless the lady here—”
A hand appeared from behind the man’s head and slapped it. Then it popped him again.
The man grabbed the side of his head and turned back into the cab. “Dad,” he whined, “I was just having fun.”
An older man, a vision of how the younger one would look in twenty-five years, appeared at the window. He wore a sweat-stained, tan-colored Stetson and a white ribbed tank top.
“I apologize for the boy,” he said. “He’s a moron. I mean, straight-up idiot. I think I dropped him on his head one too many times as a toddler.”
The younger man rolled his eyes. His demeanor had changed in an instant. His shoulders drooped, as did his head, and the crooked sneer was gone.
The older man shoved his way past his son and climbed out of the cab. He hopped from the step to the ground and offered his hand to Rick.
“I’m Frank,” he said. “That’s Junior the Moron up there.”
Rick shook Frank’s hand. “Rick.”
“So you got a truck that’s working?”
“A Jeep.”
“It’s the darndest thing,” said Frank. “We were plugging along, Junior at the wheel, and the engine up and quits.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that.”
“Dangerous,” Rick said. “Glad we weren’t on the road at the time.”
“We’re lucky we didn’t wreck,” said Frank, motioning across to the westbound lanes to the three-car collision. “Like them cars over there.”
“You think you can help us?” Rick asked.
The man tilted the Stetson back on his head and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. I’d like to help. But this Kenworth here is eighteen thousand pounds. We’re pulling another thirty thousand. Ain’t no moving that with a Jeep even if we had a winch and the right hitch.”
Rick looked again at the three-car pileup. From this perspective he could see the wreck better than before. None of the cars were that big. None of them looked to be totaled.
“What do you think about moving those cars?” he asked Frank.
“Possible, I guess,” he said. “Slip them into neutral. Move ’em a bit. You might creep by. I’ll get Junior to help you out. We’ll meet you over there.”
Rick smiled. “Thanks, Frank. I appreciate it.”
Frank climbed back up onto the cab step and started arguing with his son. Rick waved the group to follow him back down the bridge toward the Jeep.
“So what exactly are we doing?” asked Nikki. Her tone told Rick she knew the answer but didn’t agree with it.
“We’re going to try to move those cars over there,” said Rick. “I think if we can move even two of them out of the way, we can make it across the river.”
Mumphrey tripped on his cuffs and yanked up his pants after regaining his balance. “I think it’s a good idea. Sure beats trying to move that mobile home. Like he said, that was too heavy even with a winch. I thought maybe—”
“Maybe it’s a good idea,” said Nikki. “But I feel like we woke a sleeping bear back there.”
“How so?” Rick asked.
“A feeling,” she said. “Junior didn’t learn to be jerk from a saintly father, that’s all I’m saying. We’d have been better off checking out the other side alone and letting those two sleep.”
The boys marched quietly alongside the adults. Both of them had the looks of teenagers headed home with a bad report card. Kenny had his hands stuffed deep into his pockets and was chewing on his lower lip. Rick veered toward his son and planted his open hand on top of the boy’s head. “You okay?”
Kenny looked up at his dad. He nodded, but his eyes were wide with worry, searching for reassurance.
Rick smiled, hoping to ease his son’s concern. “You’re doing great,” Rick said. “I know it’s scary. I’ll get you home to Mom. I promise.”
Kenny’s chin trembled, but he managed to smile back. “I know.” He blinked back tears and looked down at his feet.
Rick wondered if Nikki was right. Maybe he’d created more of a problem by asking for help. “Nikki,” he said. “You take the boys in the Jeep. Drive west a block or two, cross over to the westbound lanes before the road splits, then drive up to the wreck. You mind doing that?”
“I can do that.”
“Dad,” Kenny said, “I wanna go with you.”
“It’s better if you’re in the Jeep,” Rick said. “You ride shotgun next to Nikki. Chris can ride in the back. Meet us up on the bridge.”
Kenny grunted his disapproval but didn’t argue. Nikki and the boys kept walking to the Jeep while Rick and Mumphrey headed north toward the cabins.
“Those cabins look nice,” said Rick, trying to ease the tension.
“I was gonna say that,” said Mumphrey. “I always pass them on my way to the park and I wonder what it’d be like to rent one. I’ve been coming to Dinosaur Valley for years. With the pop-up to lay my head, it never made sense, you know?”
Rick nodded. “This whole thing is crazy, isn’t it?”
“It is,” Mumphrey said. “We’re only getting a taste of it here. I can’t imagine what it’s like in the cities.”
Rick didn’t want to think about it. He was worried enough about getting back on the road and delivering the boys to their mothers. The idea of metropolitan chaos was more than he could handle.
The men slogged along the bridge until they reached the wreck. It looked as if a Chevy pickup had veered into a Mercedes C280. The 280 then hit the guardrail on the inside lane before a Honda Accord slammed into it from behind.
Rick checked each of the vehicles. They were all empty. The Chevy’s driver’s side door was open.
“So weird,” he said. “Nobody’s here. Everything’s empty.”
Mumphrey peeked over his glasses at the Chevy. “My guess is people headed back to the hotels in Glen Rose outside the park. “That’s what I’d do. I mean, if I didn’t have the pop-up.”
“Good point,” Rick said. “There were a fair number of people hanging out in the hotel parking lots.”
“I think if you put the truck into neutral, you’ll be good,” said Frank. He was approaching quickly from the west, Junior at his heels. “Junior can help me push it backward.”
Rick surveyed the wreck and nodded. “I think you’re right. Once we move the truck back, we might be able to slide the Honda forward.”
“Then we can move the Mercedes,” Mumphrey added. “It’s like a puzzle. We move one piece and then the other.”
Junior gave Mumphrey a disapproving glare as he walked past him and planted his hands on the hood of the Chevy. He snorted and spat onto the highway.
“You gonna put her in neutral?” he asked Rick. “Or you just gonna watch me stand here?”
Rick climbed into the Chevy without responding to Junior and yanked the door shut. The truck had a manual transmission, making the job even easier. Rick put his right foot on the brake and engaged the clutch with his left. He freed the emergency brake and eased his foot off the brake. With the truck already in neutral, it was free to move.
Frank joined Junior at the front of the truck and they started pushing. Rick kept his left hand on the wheel and braced his right against the passenger-seat headrest, turning to look over his right shoulder. He guided the truck back, cringing when it ground against the side of the Honda. Mumphrey was behind him, guiding him like an air traffic controller.
Once Mumphrey held up his hands, Rick pressed on the brake, released the clutch and reengaged the emergency brake. One down, two to go.
They repeated the process with both cars, disentangling them from one another, until they’d cleared enough of a path in the left lane for the Jeep to pull through. Nikki and the boys parked the Jeep a few yards back and joined Mumphrey on the bridge next to the cars.
Rick hopped out of the Mercedes and walked over to Frank. “I don’t know how to thank you,” he said. “You’re a lifesaver.”
Frank took Rick’s hand and shook it more firmly than he had before. “I wouldn’t go that far.”
Rick tried to pull free of Frank’s grip, but the man wouldn’t let go. He held Frank’s hand, tightening his grip. His eyes went cold, his expression dark.
Rick jerked free of the handshake. “What are you doing?”
“We’re gonna have to take that Jeep.”
Rick pulled the TP9 from his waist and aimed it at Frank. His hand wasn’t trembling this time. “I don’t think so.”
Frank eyed the gun and then looked past Rick. He winked.
“Dad!” Kenny’s voice cracked with fear.
Rick swiveled to see Junior standing behind Nikki. He had one arm tight across her chest, his hand wrapped around her side. He was holding a knife to her throat with the other hand, his face close to hers. The reptilian smile had slithered its way back onto to his face.
“I’d put down that gun,” said Frank, tilting the brim of the Stetson over his eyes. “Otherwise people are gonna get hurt.”
Rick backed up, taking quick short steps so he could widen his field of vision between Frank and Junior. He held the gun’s barrel even with Frank’s chest.
“Boys,” he said, “run over to Mr. Mumphrey.”
“Do it slow, boys,” Frank counseled. “Do it slow.”
The boys walked toward Mumphrey. The old man put his hands around their shoulders when they reached him. Both teens were pale. Kenny was taking deep breaths in and out through his flaring nostrils. Chris couldn’t peel his eyes from Rick and the TP9 in his hand.
Junior tightened his grip around Nikki, who remained silent and whose face gave away nothing. “You didn’t think we were good Sumatrans for nothing, did you? If you did, you’re bigger idiots than I thought.”
“It’s Samaritans, Junior,” corrected Frank. “You’re the idiot, boy.”
Rick weighed his options, playing out scenarios as quickly as his cluttered mind could calculate them. If he shot Frank, Junior would kill Nikki. If he shot Junior, he’d have to be a crack shot or risk hitting Nikki. He kept working to find different solutions. None of them ended well. He even considered shooting the front tires of the Jeep. That, though, would leave everyone stranded and anger Frank and Junior.
He looked over at the boys. He had no choice but to put away the gun and let the men steal their only way home.
“All right,” he said, lowering the weapon to his side. “Take the Jeep. Let her go.”
“You gotta put down the gun,” said Frank, “and you gotta do it slowly. Nothing fast or jerky. Otherwise, Junior cuts the lady’s throat and it would be on you. Your fault. You understand?”
Rick leaned over to lay the gun at his feet. As he was about to place the weapon on the highway, he heard Nikki talking.
“Okay,” she said. “Okay, Junior. Just hang on.”
She was raising her right hand above her head as though she were surrendering.
“You’re hurting my back,” she said. “Can you ease up a bit?”
That was when she struck.
Nikki grabbed across his wrist with her right hand, rolled his knife hand down across her chest, and pinned it there with surprising speed. She then raised her right arm even higher and moved her fingers across his face, blocking his view.
Junior grunted a curse. He’d already lost his advantage.
Nikki opened her mouth wide, then bit down viciously into Junior’s forearm. He cried out in pain with a high-pitched squeal that sent a chill along Rick’s spine.
She tore at his flesh with her teeth until he released his grip, at which point she spun inward and underneath his blood-soaked arm and leveraged her motion to reverse the hold. She now had her right arm around his neck and the knife pinned behind his back.
Junior’s eyes widened and his jaw dropped open. Instead of a grunt or a wail, the sound coming from Junior’s mouth sounded like air leaking from a balloon. His wide eyes blinked rapidly and he dropped to his knees. His knife hand was crippled and his arm hung oddly from the elbow.
Standing there with the knife in her hand, Nikki picked up her foot and kicked her heel into the back of Junior’s head. He dropped forward onto the highway with a sickening crack.
Rick hadn’t let go of the TP9. Still crouched low, he spun to retrain the weapon at a dumfounded Frank. The man was speechless. His mouth was moving, but he wasn’t talking.
Nikki had moved so swiftly, so surprisingly fast, everyone stood silently for a prolonged beat. She stepped over the dying man and marched defiantly toward Frank.
“Give me the gun,” she said to Rick. He handed it to her without question. She leveled it at Frank’s face and moved to within a couple feet of him.
Tears streaked down his sallow face, his lips trembled, and his feet seemed cemented where he stood. He was in shock.
“Give me the hat,” she said to Frank. “Now.”
Frank was frozen.
Nikki closed the distance, pressed the gun against his cheek right under his rapidly blinking eye, and pulled the hat from Frank’s head. She flipped it over and put it on.
Frank swallowed hard. “Is Junior dead?” he asked sheepishly, his voice barely above a whisper.
“No.”
Nikki backed away from Frank, the gun steady in her hand. She was fearless. She walked up to Rick and handed him the weapon.
“Here you go,” she said.
Rick studied her emotionless gaze. Mesmerized, he blankly took the TP9. She spun the knife, folding it over into the bolster with one hand, then offered it as well.
Rick shoved the knife into his pocket and the two of them started walking back to the boys. They were nearly there when a loud, guttural roar from behind shook him. He turned back in time to see Frank running at them. His face was twisted into an angry red mess of teeth and bulging eyes. A deep purple vein strained across his forehead. His hands were outstretched like talons as he pounded the highway.
Rick raised the TP9, but knew he wouldn’t be able to get off a shot in time. Frank lunged at him. Rick pulled the trigger and a shot ricocheted with a snap off the pavement.
Frank grabbed at Rick’s gun hand, but as he did, Nikki had somehow turned, dropped to the ground in front of Rick, and forcefully punched her fist into Frank’s groin. Like a pneumatic drill she repeated the jab three or four times, vocalizing a loud grunt with each powerful release.
Frank’s momentum was stalled with that first punch. The following blows doubled him over before he fell to the ground, curling reflexively into a fetal position, gagging and coughing.
Nikki looked up at Rick. “That oughta do it. Let’s get out of here.”
Rick held out his free hand and helped her to her feet. He leaned over and whispered in her ear, “That was the sexiest thing I have ever seen in my life.”
She smirked and tipped the hat. “Thanks. Told you I could handle myself.”
Mumphrey had already led the boys back to the Jeep and was sitting in the backseat with them.
“You can be in the front,” Nikki said.
“You earned it,” Mumphrey said in admiration. “I ain’t never seen anything like that.”
Rick put the TP9 back in the glove box, started the engine, and rolled past the two injured men in the street. He eased past the wreck and pressed the accelerator. There was a clear path across the river and closer to the interstate.
The boys sat in the backseat quietly. Both looked haggard. They’d seen things in the last couple of hours no child should see.
“We’re getting you home, boys,” Rick said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be okay.”
Rick couldn’t tell whether they believed him or not. He wasn’t sure if he even believed himself. They were only a few miles from the park and already they’d survived two life-threatening situations. It was surreal. How could people have grown so desperate in a matter of hours? What would happen if the power was out for good?
He shook off the thought. He couldn’t let his mind wander. It didn’t do anybody any good.
He looked over at Nikki. “Where’d you learn that?”
She shrugged. “My dad was a cop. He made me take self-defense classes.”
“That was more than a self-defense class. That was…”
Mumphrey leaned forward. “Incredible. Like I said, I ain’t never seen anything like that.”
“Agreed,” said Rick. “It was like you were a pro or something.”
Kenny snapped his fingers. “Wait a minute. I do know you.”
Nikki shook her head. “I’m sure you—”
Kenny’s face lit up with recognition. “You’re Deep Six Nikki!”
Rick pressed on the accelerator, speeding past a pair of stalled cars. “Deep what?”
“Deep Six Nikki,” said Kenny, his voice energized with the excitement of a new discovery. “She’s one of the best MMA fighters in the world!”
Rick glanced over at Nikki, who was avoiding his eyes. “MMA as in mixed martial arts? Like the WWE?”
“That’s wrestling, Dad,” said Kenny. “MMA is like kickboxing but better. It’s UFC, actually. Deep Six Nikki is famous for her sleeper hold. She calls it the ‘Shut Off Valve.’ If my phone worked, I’d show it to you on YouTube.”
Nikki fidgeted in her seat and adjusted the shoulder strap on her seatbelt. She looked out the window.
Rick thumped her on the thigh with the back of his hand. “Is that true? Are you Deep Six Nikki?”
“Yes.”
Nikki’s glare dared him to laugh or chuckle or make any sort of joke about her alter ego.
“That’s amazing,” he said with a tone he hoped conveyed the sincerity with which he meant it. “It’s like you’re a superhero or something.”
She ignored him.
Rick’s eyes moved between the road ahead and Nikki. “Seriously,” he said. “All superheroes have hidden identities. I’m not joking.”
“It sounds like a joke.”
“Sensitive?”
She shrugged.
“It’s cool,” said Kenny. “So cool. Can I have your autograph?”
Nikki’s cheeks flushed. She half turned to face Kenny. “I don’t have a pen or any paper. Later maybe, okay?”
“Nikki Six,” said Rick. “I like it.”
She playfully punched his shoulder. “Shut up and drive.”
 



CHAPTER 10
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 13 HOURS, 59 MINUTES, 58 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
Help? The person on the other end of the radio needed help?
A
jolt of anxiety rippled through Clayton.
“This is KD5XMX on the International Space Station on one forty-six dot five two,” he said. “I am monitoring. What is your QTH?”
There was a crackle. The voice returned. Clayton was certain it was a woman this time. She had an accent he couldn’t quite place.
“Help, please,” she said. “We’re trapped.”
The crackle returned and Clayton knew he wasn’t talking to someone who was a HAM. She didn’t understand “QTH” or the other HAM shorthand. Clayton knew he had no more than ten minutes. The radio pass was short because of Earth’s curve. The ISS was moving too fast to keep the connection any longer than that.
Foregoing his training, he said, “My name is Clayton Shepard. I am an astronaut on the International Space Station. Who is this? Where are you? Over.”
A pause.
“Astronaut? In outer space?”
“Yes. But close to Earth.”
“You can’t help us. Power is not work—”
“Where are you?” Clayton asked. “What is your name?”
“Calcut—” said the woman, her transmission stopping short.
“Calcutta?” Clayton asked. “Are you in Calcutta?”
There was no response.
“Are you in Calcutta?”
Clayton swore and turned his chin to ease the stiffness in his sore neck. The tension radiated from his shoulders. He yawned to release the pressure in his ears.
He keyed the radio again. “This is KD5XMX clear with unknown transmission with Calcutta. Any other stations monitoring please call now. Over.”
He switched frequencies. No response. Clayton pinched his nose and popped his ears again.
“This is KD5XMX,” he said wearily. He was ready to give up and fly blind. The brief but bothersome communication with Calcutta had both raised his hopes and elevated his concerns for what lie below.
The power was out, people were stuck in something or on something, and whoever’s radio it was, they clearly weren’t able to operate it. None of it was good news.
Clayton was about to switch frequencies again when the radio crackled.
“This is KH6XZ,” said a deep male voice through the static. “I hear you, KD5XMX. What is your QTH? Over.”
Clayton thumbed the radio. “This is KD5XMX. I’m aboard the International Space Station. You? Over.”
The response was immediate. “This is KH6XZ. Did you say the International Space Station? I’m in Honolulu. Over.”
Clayton smiled. “This is KD5XMX. That is affirmative, KH6XZ. My name is Clayton Shepard. I am alone aboard the ISS. Please provide your situation. Do you have power? Over?”
There was a long silence before the man returned. “This is KH6XZ. Not sure I believe you. Can you prove it? Over?”
Clayton’s smile evaporated. Prove it?
He opened his mouth to clear the pressure that had again built in his ears. He was beginning to feel pressure around his eyes.
“This is KD5XMX,” he said. “Check QRZ.com and input my call sign. You’ll see it was registered six months ago. I have a tech license. The address is NASA, Johnson Space Center, Houston. Also, if the ISS radio was working, the call sign would be NA1SS. Over.”
Another pause. “This is KH6XZ. I can’t check. No Internet. No electricity. No transportation. Something happened here. It’s nighttime. Everything is pitch black. No cars on the roads. No parties. How is it where you are? Over.”
That was a complicated question with an even more complicated answer. “This is KD5XMX. I’m alive and working on a plan to get back to Earth.”
“This is KH6XZ,” said Honolulu. “What happened? Why did the power go out? When is it coming back?” The signal crackled.
Clayton paused with the radio in his hand. “This is KD5XMX,” he said. “It was a solar storm. A big one. I don’t know when the power’s coming back.”
“This is Kilo Hotel,” the radio crackled. “When—I—this—”
Clayton started to respond, then decided better of it. Honolulu couldn’t hear him. He opened his mouth wide to release the pressure building again in his ears.
“Wait,” he mumbled, clearing his ears. “That’s not right.”
Clayton pressed his fingers to his sinuses beneath his eyes. There was pressure building again.
A rush of panic leapt through him. He disconnected the radio from the antenna and pushed himself free. He needed to get back to the service module. There was a leak. Somewhere on the station, a seal was leaking. The pressure was dropping. It could kill him.
“Where’s the alarm?” he mumbled. “There should be an alarm.”
Clayton knew the intermodule ventilation would shut down if there was a leak. That hadn’t happened, which meant the automatic response system wasn’t functioning as it should.
The Caution & Warning system should have produced an emergency alarm for a depress, or rapid depressurization. It was a repeating beep that would have appeared on the laptops. Clayton hadn’t heard it.
“The computers,” he said, pushing himself frantically through the ISS, maneuvering as quickly as he could in the microgravity environment of low Earth orbit. The CME must have damaged components he couldn’t immediately determine by checking the basic systems in Node 1 or giving the Zvezda
a cursory check. He hadn’t taken the time to do a thorough systems analysis as he should have.
“Stupid, Clayton,” he muttered breathlessly. “It ain’t brain surgery. You lazy, single-minded…”
He stopped the verbal self-flagellation as he neared the Zvezda. He remembered distinctly from their safety training that protocol instructed he close, but not lock, hatches manually and head straight for the Soyuz until he could be sure there wasn’t a catastrophic failure. That was the smart thing to do.
He wasn’t going to do that.
Clayton wasn’t going to launch without Ben and Boris. It wasn’t going to happen. He couldn’t leave their bodies behind. Something deep in his psyche compelled him to take them back to Earth. There was no negotiating that in his mind. He’d already risked his life once to save them. He would do it again to bring comfort to their families and honor the sacrifice both men had made.
Instead of doing what he was trained to do, he decided without pause to do what conscience demanded of him. He needed to find the leak and stop it. He prayed he had enough time as the pressure built again in his ears. Clayton knew what would happen if he couldn’t find and isolate, or fix, the leak. He’d die. It wouldn’t be pretty.
“Under pressure,” he hummed. “Under pressure.”
He’d always liked Queen. He liked David Bowie too. It seemed appropriate to offer his best version of their collaboration as he tried manipulating the computer in the Zvezda. Plus, he was trying to maintain his sanity. He felt like the little Dutch boy who kept sticking his finger in a leaking dyke.
He yawned to alleviate the relentless pressure building in his ears and sinuses.
“How Vanilla Ice ever thought he could get away with copying the beat,” he said aloud, “is beyond me. But the dude knew what he was doing, I guess. Was he Canadian?”
He mouthed the unmistakable syncopated beat of the tune and found the data, which brought him back to the moment. The ISS software was designed to trigger Caution & Warning alarms if the pressure dropped too low. They hadn’t worked, so Clayton was manually searching the data to learn what he could.
He knew that as the pressure slipped lower and lower, he’d be closer to unconsciousness. At fifty percent of the needed pressure, he’d start experiencing hypoxia.
He’d get confused, which he feared was already happening, as his mind floated from the merits of rock and roll to saving his life. His skin would change color. He’d cough. His heart rate would increase and so would his breathing. He’d sweat. He’d wheeze.
At fifteen percent, he’d have about ten seconds before he lost consciousness. Then it was over. His blood would essentially freeze and his organs would expand.
Clayton’s mind flashed to Schwarzenegger’s disgusting scene in Total Recall. He looked at his hand. It wasn’t a normal flesh color, having faded to a bluish gray.
“I look like a Smurf,” he said, poking at his skin. “A Smurf running out of time.”
Under normal circumstances, the protocol was definitive. He’d stick to it as close as he could without abandoning Ben and Boris. First and foremost he needed to know how much time he had left, how long he could cheat death again.
The Reserve Time, also known as Tres, was the time left before the station reached its minimum habitable pressure. If the ISS hit that number, he’d have to evacuate. The reserve time populated on a device called a manuvacuumeter.
Clayton cursed the display and thumped it with his finger, hoping the readout was wrong. He had twenty-two minutes.
Twenty-two minutes. Thirteen hundred twenty seconds. Shorter than an episode of Family Guy without the commercials. Less time than it took to bake a pizza. He could listen to “Under Pressure” five times. During the sixth play, he’d be dead.
“Better than nothing, I guess,” he said, popping his ears again. If the leak was coming from the Soyuz, that was a problem. Regardless, twenty-two minutes would evaporate before he knew it.
Clayton hurriedly pushed himself from the display, which he hoped was providing accurate information, and moved to the opposite end of the module. Strapped against the wall with Velcro was a white Nomex cargo transfer bag. He pulled the bag from the wall and carried it with him to the Soyuz.
The bag contained an ultrasonic leak detector. Once he found the leaking module, he could use the detector to better find the exact location before using an O-ring, self-adhering patch to stop the leak.
He reached the Soyuz, drew himself into the orbital module, and let go of the bag. He positioned himself behind the hatch and shoved it closed.
Floating in the module, he pinched his nose to even the pressure in his ears. If the pressure returned, he’d know the leak was in the Soyuz.
He closed his eyes and started humming again. “Under pressure,” he mumbled. He floated there in the module, his hands pressed against the hatch. Waiting.
Thirty seconds. A minute.
Clayton exhaled. He was good. No leak in the Soyuz.
Still, he was losing time. Less than twenty minutes. Maybe eighteen.
Fighting the building panic, he opened the hatch and moved back into the ISS. The next step was isolating the modules. He needed to know if the leak was coming from the Russian or US side of the station. The pressure immediately built in his ears. He could feel it behind his eyes.
He flew to Zvezda
and stopped his momentum at the monitor. His eyes scanned the data. Fourteen minutes. The pressure was dropping fast.
“Fourteen?” He coughed. “Mother—”
Clayton’s vision was blurring. He started the wrong way before turning around to find his way to the American side of the ISS.
Toting the case, he pushed himself toward the spot where the American and Russian modules joined. He stayed on the Russian side, let go of the case, and closed the hatch joining the two sides. He coughed again.
He released the pressure in his ears and waited. He was having trouble breathing. His heart pulsed against his neck. His chest felt heavy.
If the pressure returned, he’d know the leak was in the Russian side and he’d have to isolate it and fix it in whatever little time he had remaining. An increasingly unlikely possibility.
If it was on the American side, he could isolate the modules by keeping the hatch closed.
He cleared his ears one more time for good measure.
Ten seconds. Thirty. One minute.
His ears were good. He gleefully pounded on the hatch with his fist.
“Thank you, Torricelli,” he said, referring to the seventeenth-century Italian scientist who discovered vacuum and invented the barometer. His work, along with Galileo’s, was critical to understanding air pressure.
Clayton checked the hatch, making certain he’d secured it. He spun and pushed off the hatch with his feet, propelling himself back toward the Zvezda. He centered himself at the display. The pressure was steady. The timer was frozen at eleven minutes.
“Plenty of time,” he said. “No problem.”
Still, he was short of breath. His vision was better, but not clearly focused.
He blinked rapidly. It didn’t help.
Then he felt it.
The pressure. It was building again in his ears and beneath his eyes.
He looked at the monitor, nosing closer to the display. It was stalled at eleven minutes. The pressure indicator wasn’t moving.
He popped his ears. Immediately the thickness returned. He hadn’t fixed it. The leak was in the Russian module.
He was running out of time to find it and fix it.
He took a bungee strap from the wall and looped it through the case’s handle. Then he found the patch kit next to the spot on the wall where he’d found the ultrasonic case.
He pulled the strap through the handle of the patch kit and then wound the bungee around his waist like a belt. He pulled it taut and ushered himself back to the airlock.
Clayton didn’t know how much time he had. He needed to get his crewmates into the Soyuz.
He pulled Boris first, clumsily dragging him through the module until he carefully maneuvered the Russian’s body through the orbital capsule and into the crew capsule. The cases strapped at his waist kept Clayton from fully entering the crew capsule. He left Boris in there floating; he’d strap him in later.
His heart beat against his chest, hard and fast enough that Clayton thought he could hear it behind the expanding wall of pressure in his ears. He tried breathing evenly, but it was nearly impossible. He quickly floated back to the airlock to retrieve Ben’s body.
He pulled his friend from the airlock and then spun to move the short distance to the Soyuz. He was pushing Ben from behind, moving his body closer to the Soyuz
and a trip home. As he neared the hatch, he stopped moving. There was something tugging at him and drawing him backward.
Clayton looked over his shoulder and saw the patch case was caught against a module wall. He popped his ears and tried focusing on the bungee. He didn’t have time to go back and free the case. He made the snap, not altogether clearheaded decision to lose the bungee. He fumbled with the strap around his waist, confused by the way he’d wrapped it around himself. The more he untied it, the more tangled it seemed to become. There was a tingle in his head, behind his eyes. His deep breaths were becoming ragged.
He coughed and then wheezed as he tried to fill his lungs with air. Clayton floated in the module like a man tied to weights in the deep end of a pool. He struggled to free himself from the simple belt he’d constructed moments earlier.
For a split second, he found some clarity among the static and realized what was happening. That eleven minutes might have only been three or four. That pressure he thought was well above the fifteen percent threshold might be on the verge of dipping below it. Clayton considered he might have only seconds to live. The Soyuz, which he knew was safe, was his only option.
He sucked in another noxious breath and changed his mind about the bungee. Instead of undoing the mummy wrap, he slipped out of it. He tucked his thumbs inside the cords at each hip and tugged downward, pushing the cords down his legs as he would a wet swimsuit.
He drew his knees up and pulled down until he freed himself of the cords, kicking them loose into the module. He spun around to find Ben. The dead astronaut’s body was stuck against the module wall above the hatch.
Clayton reached up for Ben and pulled him downward. Despite the microgravity of low Earth orbit, Clayton’s body felt heavy. His head throbbed.
Somehow, he managed to direct Ben’s body past the narrow hatch opening and then wormed himself into the capsule behind Ben. Once he was completely through the opening, he grabbed the hatch and pressed it closed with what little strength he could muster. Even the minor task of pushing a virtually weightless hatch forced him to grunt as he shut and locked it.
Clayton was winded. Nausea crept into his gut and throat. He coughed again and nearly puked. He floated in the cramped capsule, his hands flat against the hatch as they’d been when he pushed it closed. He needed a minute.
As he regained his wits, his mind searched for the humor. He wanted to laugh. He couldn’t find anything funny about it.
Then he thought of David Bowie. Of “Major Tom.”
His circuits were dead. He was feeling still. He hoped his spaceship knew which way to go.
He’d listened to Bowie’s “Space Oddity” countless times. He’d never really thought about the lyrics until that very moment.
“I really am an idiot,” he said. “I need to get home.”
 



CHAPTER 11
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 1:37 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The car wouldn’t start. Not that Jackie thought it would. Neighbors had complained about dead batteries or fried engines in all of the vehicles. Still, she had hope. The hope died when the push-button start wouldn’t even click.
“Great,” she said. “Absolutely great.”
Her worry shifted to Chris. Was he stuck hours north of home? Would Rick be able to bring him home safely, or was his Jeep dead too?
“Mom?”
Jackie turned to her daughter, who was sitting in the passenger seat.
“I was talking to you,” Marie said.
Jackie smiled weakly. “Sorry.”
“So we’re walking?”
“I’m riding my bike. You’re staying here.”
“You’re not going alone, Mom.”
“I’m not leaving my house in the control of strangers.”
“But you’d leave your teenage daughter with strangers while you bike to Johnson Space Center?”
Jackie rolled her eyes. “That’s not what I meant.”
Marie unbuckled her seatbelt. She’d been hopeful too. “Our neighbors aren’t strangers, except for Candace. She seems nice enough, even though she keeps crying every few minutes.”
“Her boyfriend died in her arms,” Jackie said. “She’s allowed to cry.”
“I wasn’t judging…”
Jackie lifted her right hand from the wheel and brushed it against her daughter’s cheek. “I know.”
“So leaving me at home,” said Marie, “what’s that going to do?”
Jackie pursed her lips. “Really,” she said, “I just don’t want you going with me.”
“Why?”
Jackie sighed. “I don’t know what I’m going to find when I get there.”
Marie shifted in her seat, turning toward her mother. “What is that supposed to mean?”
She felt her daughter measuring her. Her daughter was intuitive. Jackie had always had trouble hiding her emotions from her firstborn. Even the way she’d greet her on the phone would elicit concern if she didn’t strike the right tone.
“Mom,” Marie pressed, “what are you not telling me?”
“Our neighbor Rebecca stopped by the house.”
Marie’s chin quivered and her eyes welled. “Mom…” she whimpered.
“Oh, honey.” Jackie knew she’d hesitated too long. “Your dad’s okay.”
Marie’s shoulders sagged with relief. She let go of the breath she’d been holding in her lungs.
Jackie corrected herself. “Actually, I shouldn’t say that. I don’t know how he is. I don’t know exactly where he is. That’s the reason I’m heading over to JSC. I want to know what they know.”
“What exactly did Rebecca say?”
“She said the ground lost contact with the ISS,” Jackie replied. “They’re working to reestablish communication with the crew,” she said, barreling through the explanation. “They’re doing the best they can. The good news is that they don’t have any indication anything is wrong up there. As far as we know, they’re floating around as they usually do, playing with experiments and taking pictures of the pyramids.”
Tears leaked from the corner of Marie’s eyes. “But if we lost power down here, they probably lost power up there. They can’t live without power, Mom.”
Jackie leaned into her daughter and took one hand with both of hers. “NASA is smart. They’ve never lost an astronaut in space. They have backups for their backups.”
Marie frowned and pulled away. She shouldered the door open. “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”
Jackie shuddered against the slam of the passenger’s side door and watched her sulking, worried teen huff into the house. Under normal circumstances she’d have shouted Marie’s full name and ordered her back to the car, delivering a lecture on manners and respect.
These weren’t normal circumstances.
Jackie shoved open her door and went into the house. She was met with the smell of cooking sausage.
Candace was in the kitchen at the island. Her eyes were red and puffy. Reggie was cooking on the gas stove top, working a large pan skillet, and had it covered in sausage links. Lana was standing next to her husband, leaning on him as he worked a spatula. She seemed mesmerized by the sizzle.
“Where’s everyone else?” Jackie asked.
Lana looked up from the skillet. “Betty and Brian are out back, sitting by the pool,” she answered. “Marie went into your room and slammed the door. Everything okay?”
Reggie glared at his wife. “That’s personal,” he said. “Plus, you could guess everything is not okay, what with Chris and Clayton not here.”
“It’s okay,” said Jackie. “I know you’re being thoughtful.”
Lana smiled. She rubbed her husband on the back. “We’re a little stressed.”
“I’m riding my bike up to JSC,” Jackie told them. “I want to know what they know. I can’t keep looking up at the sky blindly, wondering what’s going on with Clay. And there’s nothing I can do about Chris. So…”
“I get it,” said Candace. “You want to feel like you’re doing something.”
Jackie nodded. “Yes.”
“Let me go with you,” offered Candace. “If you have a second bike.”
Jackie glanced over at her closed bedroom door before answering Candace. “I think I need to go alone.”
Candace frowned. “Please don’t make me beg. I need something to distract me. I can’t keep sitting here crying.”
“I’ve got another bike,” Jackie said. “You can go with me.”
Candace’s face lit up like a child. “Really?”
Jackie shrugged. “Sure.”
Candace pushed herself from the island. “Thank you, Jackie. I need this.”
Jackie told Candace where to find the bike in the garage and told her she’d be there in a minute. She crossed the great room to her bedroom door and started to turn the handle. She hesitated. Instead of opening the door, she knocked.
Marie barked, “What?”
“Can I come in?”
“It’s your house. You can do what you want.”
Jackie opened the door and found Marie sitting on her bed, her legs crossed. She was picking at her manicured nails. She’d only had them painted at the salon three days earlier. Jackie eyed the chipped blue polish on Marie’s fingers and wondered if she’d ever again have a day at the salon with her daughter.
“I’m taking Candace with me.”
“Of course you are.”
“I need you here.”
“Why?”
“A lot of reasons.”
“Like?”
“This is our house. You know where things are. You have privacy in my room. You’re safe.”
Marie chewed on her index finger at the cuticle, knowing it was one of Jackie’s pet peeves. Jackie ignored it.
“Also, I don’t know what’s out there beyond our neighborhood. Until I do, I don’t want you leaving our street.”
Marie rolled her eyes. “I drive into downtown Houston all of the time, Mom. I can handle myself.”
“That’s different,” Jackie said. “You know it’s different.”
“Whatever.”
Jackie curled her hands into fists and sat on the edge of the bed. She stared at Marie until her daughter looked back her.
“Listen,” she said, “I’ll cut you a lot of slack. The world sucks at the moment. I get it. But enough with the teenage angst. Enough with the disrespect. I am your mother. You’ll do what I tell you to do. If I tell you to stay here and guard the fort, that’s what you do. Got it?”
Marie’s jaw tensed and she opened her mouth to say something but must have thought better of it. Instead she nodded. “Got it.”
Jackie reached over and rubbed Marie’s knee. “I love you, Marie. I’ll be back before you know it. Just don’t let Betty take over the house while I’m gone.”
Marie smirked. “I’ll try.”
Jackie slid off the bed and blew her daughter a kiss. She shut the door behind her and strode to the garage.
Candace already had the garage door open and two bikes in the driveway. She was bent over at her waist, pumping air into a front tire.
“You didn’t have to do that,” Jackie said, grabbing two bottled waters from the slightly below air temperature refrigerator. “But I appreciate it.”
Candace kept pushing and pulling on the pump. “It needed air. Figured I’d go ahead and do it so we could get a move on.”
“Sounds good,” Jackie said. “I got some water. It’s less than a five-mile ride, but it’s better to stay hydrated.”
Candace pushed the tire with her thumb and disconnected the pump. She recapped the valve and took the bottle. “Thanks. I didn’t see any helmets.”
“Chris has one somewhere,” Jackie said. “I don’t know where he keeps it.”
“No biggie,” said Candace. “We’ll be okay.”
Jackie pulled the garage door shut. “Ready?”
“Ready.”
They hopped on the bicycles and rolled down the driveway, gathering speed as they pedaled along Jackie’s street before turning left to leave the neighborhood. Neighbors watched them as they sped past. Some of them waved. Most of them stared with blank looks.
Everyone was still in shock. Jackie figured they were processing the plane crash, the death, the loss of power, the lack of certainty about what might come next. Instead of being proactive, they were passive. They were sitting around waiting for Godot.
Jackie pedaled harder to escape the loop that encircled her neighborhood and then sped from the development closer to Saturn Lane. The chilly breeze was liberating.
She sucked in a breath of the air less rank with smoke and decay than on her street. The muscles in her calves and thighs worked to push her forward.
Candace kept pace with her, drafting on her right side. They were moving at a surprisingly good clip. Then they turned onto the boulevard.
It reminded Jackie of what the town looked like after a hurricane or flood. Cars were stopped in the middle of the road, perched on the edge of curbs. Some were smashed together from collisions.
Jackie dropped her feet from the pedals and skidded to a stop. Candace braked alongside her.
“It’s like a moment frozen in time,” said Candace. “Like when the Earth stood still.”
Jackie scanned the bifurcated street. She was glad the car hadn’t started. There’d have been no way for her to navigate the obstacles.
What struck her most of all was the relative quiet. There was no whoosh of passing cars or the low rumble of air traffic. The only noise she could hear was the distant hum of gasoline generators.
People who lived in Southeast Texas were used to losing power in predictable storms. They had generators strong enough to run refrigerators or a few fans. Some of the wealthier people had built-in natural gas generators that would power entire houses.
Jackie had neither. She cursed Clayton under her breath for leaving her unprepared and immediately sought forgiveness by looking up at the cloudless sky.
“Hey, look at that.” Candace pointed across the street.
There was a group of teenagers, maybe a half dozen of them, huddled together on the opposite side of the road and fifty yards or so in the direction they were planning to travel.
They were stopped at a pair of dead cars. One of them, with a thick mop of brown hair and hands stuffed deep into his loose-fitting pants, stood as a lookout. The others were trying the doors. None of them had noticed she and Candace were watching them.
When none of the doors opened, one of the boys, whose head was nearly bald, pulled off his long-sleeved T-shirt and wrapped it around his arm. He motioned for the others to step away, reared back, and punched his elbow through the glass of the passenger’s side door.
He moved to the next vehicle while another boy reached inside the car and opened the door. A couple of them disappeared into the front seat, no doubt rifling through the owner’s belongings.
The shirtless thug repeated the glass break on the other car. He shook out his shirt and slipped it over his head while another pair of his friends broke into the second vehicle. Jackie was mesmerized by the looting.
Candace thumped her on the arm. “He sees us,” she said. “We need to go.”
Jackie’s eyes darted to the lookout. He’d pulled his hands from his pants pockets and was pointing directly at her. The others were too busy thieving to notice at first. But the bald one who’d taken off his shirt, the one Jackie thought might be the leader, followed the lookout’s finger across the street until he apparently saw Jackie and Candace watching them.
The boy yelled something to the others. Jackie couldn’t make out what it was. But it was aggressive and angry. The others pulled themselves from inside the cars, and like a pack of lemmings, they all snapped their attention in unison.
“Should we go back?” Candace asked.
“No,” Jackie said emphatically. “That would lead them into our neighborhood. We don’t need that.”
“You think they’d come into the neighborhood?”
“Candace, they’re breaking into cars in the middle of the day on a major street. They’ll loot neighborhoods next. Ours doesn’t need to be the first.”
“So what, then?”
Jackie put one foot on a pedal, stood tall to push it forward, and propelled herself forward. “We’re on bikes. They’re on foot. We speed right by them.”
Candace followed Jackie’s lead and started pedaling to keep pace. “I don’t know, Jackie,” she said.
“We don’t have a choice. I’m finding out what’s up with my husband. These punks aren’t stopping me.”
Jackie stood from her seat and pedaled with purpose. She gripped the handlebars, steering around stalled cars and trucks.
The boys were huddled behind the cars they’d burgled. A couple of them pointed and looked in her direction. She tried to ignore them and pressed harder, moving the bike faster and faster as she zigged and zagged along the boulevard.
Candace was at her side, breathing heavily, exerting herself to propel the bike as fast as she could. If it hadn’t been for the slalom course in front of her, Jackie knew she’d zoom right past the thugs without a problem. As it was, she worried they’d take the right path and knock her from the bike. She prayed they’d flunked geometry and physics.
Thankfully the four-lane road was split with a large grassy median running along the center of it, providing a little extra distance between her bike and the boys.
She was ten yards from being directly across from them when they started running at her. A couple of them bolted straight for her. Another two ran for Candace. The bald one and the lookout ran ahead to try to intersect their path.
The boys were smart, Jackie thought as she pedaled harder, jerking the bike from side to side as she gathered more speed. They were surrounding them. If the first two stopped or slowed them, the trailing boys would close ranks. This wasn’t good.
The bald boy and the lookout were sprinting across the median a few yards ahead of her. Jackie tried to swerve to the left. A minivan blocked her path. It was too late.
“Go around the van!” she called to Candace, who’d slipped a couple of bike lengths behind her. “To the left!”
“Got it!” Candace huffed.
Jackie looked at the two boys running straight for her. The bald one’s teeth were bared. He looked like a rabid dog. He was fast—faster than Jackie had calculated. He was mere feet from her, his arms outstretched and his hands balled into fists. He was yelling something at her. She was too focused on avoiding him to comprehend it.
At the last moment, she swerved right. She split the narrow space between his outstretched left arm and the lookout, who couldn’t control his body enough to redirect his momentum.
Jackie bounded onto the median, rumbled onto the grass, and almost lost control of the bike as she rapidly decelerated onto the uneven turf. She dropped her right foot from the pedal and dragged her toe along the ground to catch her balance just enough to prevent herself from falling forward over the handlebars or losing complete control of the bike.
Her heart was pounding. Her legs burned. She looked over her left shoulder. The boys were still coming at her. She tried to find the pedal with her foot but couldn’t find her footing.
“Gimme the bike!” growled the baldheaded teen, spit flying from his mouth and sticking to his chin. “Come back here and gimme the bike.”
Jackie didn’t understand his anger. She stared into his narrow black eyes. There was depravity there in someone so young. He couldn’t be more than sixteen or seventeen. He might not even be shaving yet. But he was lean and muscular; the veins in his arms pressed against the pale skin on his forearms and biceps.
She found the pedal and pushed herself away from him and his trailing pack. The bike bounded onto the pavement and the rear tire skidded. She turned the handlebar sharply left to straighten her path.
Quickly she regained her rhythm and was pedaling away from the boys, who couldn’t keep pace. Up ahead, still on the other side of the road, was Candace. She was still standing, working the bike as she propelled it farther away from the threat,
Jackie checked over her shoulder. She was safe. For now.
“Keep going!” she called ahead to Candace.
Candace responded by throwing her a thumbs-up. She kept pedaling without looking back.
Jackie weaved between the stalled cars, SUVs, and trucks. Once she was sure she was far enough away from the boys, she dropped onto the seat and glided.
Despite the chill, she was sweating, her legs heavy with exhaustion. Her mind was racing. They’d not even been without power for a full day and the looting had begun.
There were kids roaming the streets as if they owned them. She saw no police, no firefighters. No authority at all.
She’d lived through so many storms before where the infrastructure was tested. It always felt temporary. It was an inconvenience. This, she felt in her gut, was different.
She pressed down on the pedals and pressed toward the front gates of Johnson Space Center, hoping she’d find answers once she got there.
She also hoped she wouldn’t see the gang of teenage thugs again.
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The guard at the gate wasn’t budging. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Shepard,” he said without any emotion. “I cannot let you past the gate. We’re on a lockdown.”
Jackie affected her best “I-don’t-care-what-you-say-I-want-what-I-want” voice, enunciating every word as clearly as she could without spontaneously combusting.
“It. Wouldn’t. Make. A. Difference. If. The. Center. Was. Quarantined. For. Ebola,” she said. “I want to see someone about my husband. You do understand he’s one of three astronauts in orbit right now?”
It was a rare occasion Jackie would mention her husband’s vocation. Other than her close friends and family, she never talked about his work. Most people who cared about it already knew.
This was that moment, though, when she calculated it was best to remind the man why she was being such a persistent pain. She had a right to information. She had a right to know her husband’s condition.
“Yes,” said the guard. “I am aware that Mr. Shepard is on the ISS. I can imagine your frustration, but—”
Jackie snapped, unable to contain her emotions. “Do you have a spouse in space right now?”
“No. I—”
“Then you cannot imagine.”
“I have my orders.”
Candace put her hand on the small of Jackie’s back. “Can I make a suggestion?”
Jackie took a deep breath and exhaled through her nostrils. “Sure.”
Candace stepped to the side, next to the space separating the guard and Jackie. She smiled and started talking to the guard.
“We both understand the sensitivity of the moment,” she began. “I think my friend just needs information. She doesn’t have to come onto the property if somebody could come to her.”
“Everybody is extremely busy, ma’am. We—”
Candace held up her hands, stopping the guard before he again drew the wrath of Jackie. “Just let me finish, please,” she said sweetly. “You could get someone on the phone or the intercom. Those are working here, right?”
The guard shook his head. “I can’t discuss that. It’s privileged information,” he said and held up a finger before either woman could protest. “But I’m sure I could facilitate a situation report via phone.”
Jackie and Candace thanked him. He disappeared into one of the guard booths that separated the lanes leading in and out of Johnson Space Center. To their right was a parking lot and a badging office. That was where official visitors, contractors, and the media picked up their temporary credentials whenever they were on the property. To the left, past the guard booth, was a rocket-length building and a cluster of standing rocket engines.
It was called Rocket Park and was a nice attraction for visitors who wanted to learn more about the space program’s infancy. The standing rockets were a Gemini-Titan, a Mercury-Redstone, and Little Joe II. Inside the long building that resembled a closed airplane hangar was a Saturn V rocket. They were the machines that built the space program.
They were also fantastic museum pieces worthy of the Smithsonian. Still, Jackie always thought about the shuttle when she visited JSC. It was missing from the garden and from nearby Space Center Houston, the tourist attraction that drew a million tourists every year.
The Space Center had lost out on receiving one of the surviving orbiters when NASA retired the program. Instead, it got a mock shuttle and a real Shuttle Carrier Aircraft, the 747 aboard which shuttles made the cross-country journey from California to Florida when they couldn’t land at Kennedy Space Center.
It was a crime. Houston and JSC were home to the manned flight program. The first word spoken on the surface of the moon was “Houston.” Most of the astronauts and their families lived in the Houston area. They’d given their lives and lifestyles for the betterment of space exploration. Instead, New York City got a shuttle. New York?
Jackie sucked in a deep breath and blinked back tears, looking at the Rocket Park and thinking about how much she and her family had given up for the program and how much more she feared she was about to lose.
“Thank you, Candace,” she said. “You pulled me back from the ledge. I was about to lose it.”
Candace smiled. “Of course. You helped me last night. You’re giving me a place to stay, feeding me. Trying to help you was the least I could do.”
Jackie wrapped her arms around her new friend. Candace initially flinched, then relaxed into Jackie’s embrace and reciprocated with her own hug. The split-second comfort of the embrace was interrupted when the guard emerged from the booth.
“Mrs. Shepard,” he said and waved her toward the booth, “I have someone on the line for you.”
Jackie held up crossed fingers to Candace and walked the short distance into the booth. There was a phone receiver on the desk. She picked it up and drew it to her ear.
Her heart was pounding. “This is Jackie Shepard,” she said breathlessly.
The woman’s voice on the other end of the line was vaguely familiar. “Mrs. Shepard, this is Irma Molinares. We’ve met before. I’m in the astronaut corps and I am the crew support astronaut.”
“Yes,” Jackie said. “I know who you are. Clay speaks highly of you.”
“That’s very kind of him,” Molinares replied. “I wish I could be delivering you the information I have face-to-face, but it’s all hands on deck, as you can imagine, and for security reasons we’re on lockdown.”
Jackie’s stomach tightened. She grabbed the desk with her free hand and leaned over. “Is Clay…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Saying it out loud would make it real.
“Honestly, we don’t know. We believe the crew is alive, but we haven’t been able to reestablish communication with them since the event.”
“What event? What actually happened?”
“The best I can tell you right now is that there was a solar storm. It interrupted our ability to speak to the ISS. We were in the middle of a transmission when we lost contact.”
“Solar storm? Like a solar flare?”
“Similar,” Molinares said. “Though not exactly. This was what’s called a coronal mass ejection. To put it simply, it unleashed a tremendous amount of magnetic radiation.”
“That’s why we lost power?”
“Roger. As far as we can tell, most of the world is either functioning with limited or no electrical capabilities. The grids are fried. That’s the unclassified information we’re receiving from foreign space programs and our own military.”
“How long will we be without power?”
“Nobody knows. Communication is so hit and miss that we can’t determine the depth of the permanent damage to global electrical and communication capabilities.”
“And you said it’s radiation that caused it?”
“Roger.”
“Is that dangerous to the crew?”
Molinares paused before answering. “Potentially,” she said. “Not immediately. Maybe long term. It likely wouldn’t have killed them.”
“Likely?”
“Likely.”
Jackie’s knees felt like jelly. She found a chair and pulled it toward herself to sit down. She untangled the phone’s cord and leaned back in the seat.
“The greater concern, and I’m just being as honest as I can be with you, is what the magnetic blast did to their life-support systems.”
Jackie ran her hand through her hair and curled a finger through the ends of the strands. “You can’t monitor that from mission control? I thought you could tell everything from those monitors and computers you have there.”
“Normally we can.” Molinares was speaking calmly. “Right now, we can’t. We have redundant systems here that allowed us to recover power and revive critical systems across a variety of platforms. The ISS is not one of them.”
“What does that mean? What are you not saying, Irma?”
There was silence on the other end of the line. Jackie then heard muffled voices before Irma Molinares answered her questions.
“We are able to monitor a couple of systems,” she said, her words measured. “We know that there is currently limited power on board. We also know there is a pressure leak.”
“A pressure leak?”
The guard appeared at the doorway to the booth. Jackie shot him a knife-edged glare and he stepped away.
“Roger,” said Molinares. “It’s on the Russian side of the ISS, which is a good sign. The crew was in the middle of an EVA when the CME hit them. Shep—your husband was in the Cupola, assisting Greenwood and Voin with their work. We think alarms, if they’re functioning, would have alerted him to the leak. He’d be attempting to fix it or initiate the emergency evacuation protocol.”
“Speak English, Irma.”
Molinares sucked in a deep breath. “He’d know there was a pressure leak and he’d either fix it or get out of Dodge. Given that we see the pressure in the Russian side of the ISS dropping and not stabilizing, he’s likely trying to leave.”
“Leave how? A Soyuz?”
“Roger.”
“Where’s it parked?”
Molinares paused again as if caught off guard by the question. “Uh…”
“Irma?”
“It’s on the Russian side.”
Jackie laughed incredulously. “So you’re telling me they may be on the American side, which is good. But to leave, they have to be on the Russian side, which is bad.”
“Roger.”
“And that’s if they’re even alive.”
“Roger.”
“Which you can’t confirm.”
“Unfortunately.”
“So what are you doing?” Jackie asked, fighting the heavy weight of dread and fear that sank her deeper into the chair. “And how will I find out what you learn? I can’t stay up here at the gate indefinitely.”
“We’re working on providing a space for you and your children here at JSC,” she said. “That way we can keep you apprised of any new developments. Are your children with you?”
“No,” she said. “Our daughter, Marie, is at our house. And my son, Chris, is…I don’t know where he is.”
“What do you mean, Mrs. Shepard?”
“He’s on a camping trip in North Texas. I haven’t heard from him yet.”
“That complicates things,” said Molinares. “I imagine you wouldn’t want to be here with your son unaccounted for.”
“Roger,” Jackie said snippily. “I guess we’ll come back once he’s home. You’ll hold a place for us?”
“Of course,” said Molinares. “And if I learn anything before you come back, we will figure out a way to get someone to your house. We have the address.”
“Good,” Jackie said. It wasn’t much, but it was something. As soon as anyone learned anything about Clayton, they’d let her know. “Thank you.”
“I’m sorry to cut our conversation short,” she said. “I’ve got to get back to work. We’re all pulling triple duty here. If you could put the guard back on the phone with me, I’ll give him instructions on what to do when you come back.”
“Okay,” Jackie said. She started to pull the phone away from her ear when she heard Molinares say her name.
“Jackie,” she said, her voice more feminine and comforting than it had been the entirety of their conversation. “Speaking for myself now and not NASA,” she whispered, “I am so sorry. I cannot imagine the worry and the stress with which you’re coping. I wish there was more I could do or say to help ease both. I really do.”
“You saying that is enough, Irma. It really is.” Jackie pushed herself to her wobbly feet. She leaned on the desk and called the guard, handed him the phone, and walked out of the booth.
Candace stood yards away, her arms folded across her chest. Her eyes widened with expectation as Jackie walked toward her. “What did they say?”
“Not much good, really,” said Jackie. “The ISS has a pressure leak. They can’t communicate with the crew. They don’t know if they’re dead or alive.”
“That’s good news,” Candace said.
Jackie furrowed her brow. “How so?”
“If they don’t know he’s dead,” she said, “then I’m betting he’s alive. He’s a freaking astronaut, right? I mean, he must be pretty resilient, right?”
Jackie smiled. She liked Candace’s optimism. And the young woman was right. Clayton was resilient. He was persistent. He was smart. She also knew that Clayton loved his family; he knew how important he was to their happiness and success. Jackie looked over her shoulder at Rocket Park and then up toward the afternoon sun. She decided to adopt Candace’s bright outlook. Clayton would find his way to the Soyuz. He would drop back to Earth. He would make it home and be the one to take Chris on his next camping trip.
She picked up her bicycle and flung a leg over it. It was time to head home and await Chris’s return. He wasn’t in imminent danger as far as she knew. He wasn’t at risk of dying in a vacuum.
Jackie chuckled nervously at the morbid thoughts racing through her head, at the contemplation of a life without Clay. He’d better be alive. If he didn’t survive his midlife crisis, she’d kill him.
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The strobing emergency lights surprised Rick almost as much as the speed with which they reached the outskirts of Corsicana. After the trouble at the bridge outside the park, the drive had been uneventful. He’d occasionally had to snake around stopped cars, though nothing major.
A police roadblock was the last thing he expected.
Nikki thumped Rick on the leg. “What do you think it’s about?” she asked.
Rick shook his head. “I don’t know.”
There were two Texas Department of Public Safety patrol cars blocking the southbound lanes of the highway. It didn’t look like a checkpoint. There was no going around them.
“Should we turn around?” asked Nikki.
“No,” said Rick. “That would just cause more of a problem than whatever this is. Last thing I want is to end up in jail.”
“True.”
“I agree,” Mumphrey chimed in. “Best not to tangle with the law.”
Rick slowed to a stop but kept the Jeep in drive. There were two troopers manning the blockade, both wearing the standard-issue top to bottom tan uniforms and the requisite Stetsons.
The older of the two approached the driver’s side, signaling for Rick to roll down his window. He had one hand on his holster.
Rick cranked open the window and planted both hands on the steering wheel. He waited for the trooper to speak first.
“Where you headed?”
“South.”
The trooper bent over, eyed Nikki, and then scanned the trio in the backseat. “Where’d you get the Jeep?”
“It’s mine,” Rick said. “Do you need to see the registration?”
The trooper rapped his fingers on the open sill. “No, that’s not going to be necessary.”
Rick saw the other trooper ease from the front of his vehicle and start moving toward the passenger side of the Jeep. He too had a hand on his service weapon.
“What’s going on here?” Rick asked.
The trooper ignored the question. “How far south are you headed?”
Rick clenched his jaw and gripped the wheel. He looked over at Nikki. She offered a glance that suggested he keep his cool.
“We’re headed to Houston, sir.”
“Huh,” said the trooper, running his tongue along the inside of his cheek. “That’s quite a trip. You have enough fuel?”
Rick checked the gauge. It was three-quarters full. “Yes.”
“Well,” the trooper said, “we’ve got a couple of options for you.”
“Really?”
“The governor declared a state of emergency,” said the trooper, working his thumb on the top of his weapon. “He’s given us the authority to confiscate vehicles for emergency use. As you can imagine, most of our fleet is useless.”
Rick thought about the gun in the glove box but immediately pushed it aside. He wasn’t going to win. He wasn’t going to give up the Jeep either.
“What’s the other option?” he asked, sensing the other trooper was at Nikki’s window.
“We siphon half your gas.”
“So,” Rick said, forcing a toothy smile, “let me make sure I understand your proposition.”
“Go ahead,” said the trooper, matching the faux grin.
“I either give you my Jeep, stranding me here with a woman, an older man, and two children, or I give you half a tank, guaranteeing I get stranded down the road.”
“That’s about right,” said the trooper. “The grid is fried. Our vehicles are toast. Gas pumps aren’t working. So…”
Rick checked his rearview mirror. There was nothing directly behind him. “How many other lucky citizens have won the lottery?”
“You’re the third,” he said. “A couple of old Ford trucks.”
“How many other roadblocks?”
“Between here and Houston?”
“Yep.”
The trooper shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“We passed a DPS station in Waxahachie,” said Rick. “I didn’t see any roadblocks there. We drove right past a couple of troopers. They waved at us when we went by.”
The trooper glanced through the Jeep to his partner on the other side of the vehicle. His eyes darted to Nikki and back to Rick. He rolled his tongue around the other side of his mouth, poking out his cheek.
“I don’t know what to tell you,” he said. “I only know what my orders are.”
Rick played the options in his head. He didn’t like any of them. He didn’t buy what the troopers were selling. He couldn’t even be sure they were troopers. Even if they were, none of it made sense unless the government knew more about the outage than everyone else. Maybe this wasn’t a state of emergency, but instead it was the beginning of martial law. It didn’t matter. He was getting the boys home.
“What happens if I decline?”
The trooper laughed and then looked across the top of the Jeep at his comrade. “He asked what happens if he declines.”
The other trooper laughed, his belly shaking. He leaned down and looked at Rick through his reflective sunglasses.
Rick chuckled. “Guess that’s my answer. All right then,” he said. “I’m guessing we’re better off giving up the Jeep. You’ll drive us to the closest rest stop or hotel, right?”
“Of course.” The trooper smiled.
Nikki thumped him again. “What are you doing?” she mouthed.
The boys protested. Mumphrey gave Rick a knowing look and sat back against his seat to reaffix his buckle.
“Let me hop out,” Rick said. “We have stuff in the back we’ll need to take with us.”
The trooper stepped back from the door. He relaxed his posture and pulled his hand away from the holster.
Rick opened the door and dangled his left leg out of the Jeep. Instead of stepping out, he stepped on the gas.
The Jeep jerked forward. The tires squealed. “Boys!” Rick said, yanking the door shut as he spun the wheel to the left to avoid the patrol cars. “Get down!”
Rick glimpsed the older trooper’s wide, fear-filled eyes as he stumbled backward and fell onto the highway. In the side-view mirror, he saw the second trooper draw his weapon. Rick couldn’t tell if he’d opened fire until the back window exploded.
Nikki screamed. The boys cried out. Mumphrey had his arms around both children, trying to keep them low.
Rick pushed the pedal to the floorboard and the Jeep fishtailed. The passenger side slammed into the front of one of the patrol cars, but Rick regained control as he drove onto the median, jumping the SUV into the northbound lanes.
He yanked the wheel back to the right, burning the tires against the roadway and driving into the skid. He pressed the gas again to straighten out. Rick turned to look out the passenger’s side at the southbound lanes and saw the second trooper still firing his weapon. Bright muzzle flashes sparked each time he pulled the trigger.
Rick turned his attention back to the road ahead and checked his speedometer. The Jeep was rumbling south in the northbound lanes at ninety miles an hour. He took his foot off the gas and drifted.
Nikki punched Rick in the shoulder. “What the hell was that?” she said. “You could have killed us!”
Rick rubbed his arm. “I didn’t,” he said. “You guys okay back there?”
“Yeah,” said Kenny. “I’m good.”
“I’m okay,” said Chris.
Mumphrey loosened his seatbelt and leaned forward, bracing himself between the front seats. “I knew you were making a run for it,” he said, his voice shaking with excitement. “I could see it in your eyes.”
Rick suddenly felt the weight of what he’d done. He felt dizzy and his stomach lurched. He thought for a moment he might vomit.
Mumphrey tapped Rick on the shoulder. “I knew you weren’t giving up. I thought better to do what the law says. That wasn’t right though. Nope. There was something fishy about that.”
Rick adjusted the Jeep’s path to avoid an eighteen-wheeler stopped in the left lane. “I don’t know,” he said. “Those guys were dead serious.”
Nikki loosened her seatbelt and spun onto her knees to look out the shattered rear window. “At least they’re not coming after us,” she said and then plopped back into her seat. “That would have been bad.”
“I think whatever event happened doesn’t have a simple explanation,” Rick said. “Or if it’s simple it’s bigger than dead cars and no power.”
“Mr. Walsh,” asked Chris, “what do you mean?”
Rick looked at the frightened boy in the mirror. He took a deep breath and checked his speed. “Police wouldn’t act like that if they didn’t have good reason. Police are good. They help us.”
“Didn’t seem like they were helping us,” said Chris.
Mumphrey wagged his finger. “You make a really good point,” he said to Rick. “Things must be bad out there. I mean to say, they must know how far the power outage stretches or how bad the grid is damaged.”
“I thought Texas was on its own grid.” Kenny spoke up. “That’s what my history teacher told us.”
Mumphrey nodded. “It is. Texas’s electric grid is separate from the rest of the country. That doesn’t mean more than Texas wasn’t hit.”
“Hit with what?” asked Chris.
“That’s the million-dollar question,” said Rick. “We don’t know.”
“You could have asked those troopers before you ran like a fugitive,” Nikki complained. “Maybe they would’ve told you something.”
Rick raised one eyebrow incredulously and glanced at Nikki. “Really? I don’t think so.”
“We’ll figure it out if we get home,” Mumphrey said.
“When we get home, Mr. Mumphrey,” corrected Kenny. “When.”
Rick smiled. “That’s my boy.” He adjusted the mirror to wink at his son before easing the Jeep to the side of the road. “We’ve gotta cross back over.”
He turned the wheel toward a narrow strip between the north and southbound lanes and accelerated onto the median. The Jeep bounced, freeing hanging shards of glass from the rear windows as Rick found his way back onto the interstate. He maneuvered around a stalled minivan and pressed the gas.
“Just a few hours more,” he said, “as long as we don’t have any more problems.”
Rick glanced at Nikki in time to see her avert her eyes. Her cheeks flushed. She lifted her eyes back to meet his.
“Thank you,” she mouthed before turning back to look out the window. She leaned her elbow on the armrest and rested her forehead on the glass.
Rick assumed she was thinking the same thing he was. That he was stupid to run from the troopers. He was also brilliant.
He accelerated and switched into the fast lane to avoid a pair of stopped cars. He checked the rearview mirror. Nobody was following them. There were no flashing lights, no siren. His gambit had worked. He was almost as much of a badass as Deep Six Nikki. Almost.
 



CHAPTER 13
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 14 HOURS, 35 MINUTES, 18 SECONDS
249 MILES ABOVE EARTH
For the second time in his life, Clayton didn’t like the idea of flying. It was more like falling, really, and there wasn’t a lot he could do to assure exactly where he’d land.
Although he wasn’t the commander of the mission, he was a pilot. He’d had his license since he was seventeen. His father, an aeronautical engineer, had instilled a love of flight from the earliest days Clayton could remember.
The two of them had lovingly restored and updated an experimental RV-12 airplane. They’d spent more than one thousand hours putting it together and spent countless more flying in the side-by-side aircraft together.
Looking up through the clear canopy at the ink blue sky from eight-thousand feet above Earth, Clayton had first deeply contemplated what lay beyond it. His father had always indulged Clayton. Aside from the RV, they’d turned the two-car garage of the family home into a rocket assembly building.
They’d sanded, glued, and painted more model rockets than they could count. Some of the better ones hung from the ceiling in Clayton’s bedroom, swaying on clear fishing wire against the breeze from the air vents.
The two of them had stopped building the rockets when his sister died. They’d stopped doing a lot of things when she died. However, they kept flying. It was an escape from the pain beneath the surface, the guilt that chained the entire family to its grief.
Then his dad got cancer and they’d sold the RV to pay the medical bills. Clayton was eighteen and heading off to college. He’d delayed his admission and gave up flying when the cancer won.
A boy with no father and a dead twin needed to be grounded. So he kept his eyes straight ahead, avoiding even an upward glance at the heavens that had become home to his father and sister.
Then he met Jackie. She restored his faith and gave new life to his dreams. If it hadn’t been for her, he’d not have had the confidence to finish his degree, become a prized engineer, or apply to the astronaut corps, let alone look upward.
Clayton had always believed things happened for a reason. Even if he didn’t understand what that reason might be, there had to be one.
A wave of happy memories floated in and out of his mind: the first time he landed the RV and the wide, beaming smile on his father’s face, the moment he’d handed his college acceptance letter to his mother and the tears that poured from her eyes. She’d wet the collar of his T-shirt with her hug and stained it with her mascara.
He remembered Jackie’s enthusiasm while making love to an “astronaut” for the first time. He’d laughed and told her it had better have been the first time.
Clayton blinked himself from the momentary daydream and looked at the familiar Soyuz
controls. He’d practiced on an identical configuration in a simulator. Still, there was something different knowing this was the real thing and the stakes were as dire as they could possibly be. Before he ran through the checklist, he wanted to remind himself of the panel’s configuration.
“Yesli by ya znal bol’she russkogo,” he said. I wish I knew more Russian. “It would make this a lot easier.”
Directly in front of the commander’s seat was a circular periscope viewing window framed on either side by joysticks. They were similar to the thumb sticks on Xbox controllers.
To the left were the critical command indicators and the left seat audio controls. To the right were the center and right seat audio controls. Only the center seat mattered for this trip.
Working his way up the right side, he checked the suit fan switches and the cabin temperature selector. The circuit breaker panel looked intact and functional. His eyes scanned counterclockwise across the VGA display monitors. One of them was monochrome. The other was eight color. Neither was going to win tech prizes for clarity or resolution, but they’d work.
On either side of the right monitor, running vertically down the panel, was a series of status indicators. In the middle, at the center of the panel, like a webcam on a laptop, was the master alarm.
Clayton unscrewed, pulled forward, and then thumbed the left joystick, manipulating it in a circle. It controlled the ship’s translation: its forward, backward, up, down, right, left movements. The right joysticks controlled the roll, the pitch, and the yaw. Together, the joysticks gave instructions to the Reaction Control System, a set of thrusters clustered around the Soyuz’s exterior.
All of the buttons, controls, and displays were in Russian. He had a cheat sheet in English that helped, though in mid-flight—or mid-fall—it wasn’t as if he’d have time to keep consulting the translation cards.
His most pressing concern, however, wasn’t the Russian labeling. It was his ability to successfully undock the Soyuz
at a precise attitude. If he was off by even a little, when he pushed the Soyuz
free of the ISS, he could hit another part of the station.
Orbital mechanics was not his strength. Clayton wondered then if he had any strengths and reminded himself of an old joke he’d heard and often repeated. He pretended he was telling the joke to someone who could hear him.
“A mechanical engineer was removing a cylinder head from the engine of an expensive, high-end German automobile when he saw a neighbor walking past,” Clayton said, checking the functionality of the status indicators. “The neighbor was a cardiologist who lived in the biggest house on the street.”
He scanned the cheat sheet with his finger and glanced up at the corresponding button.
“He invited the doctor into his garage and showed him the work he was completing under the hood. Then he says, ‘Look at this engine. I opened it up, took out the valves, fixed everything, and put it all back together. It’s running like new.’”
He checked the alarm and then the left display. Both looked good.
“Then the engineer says, ‘It’s basically the same thing you do. So how come I barely make six figures and you make eight?’”
Clayton tucked the cheat sheet in between the seats and unbuckled his belt, floating free of the commander’s seat and pulling himself toward the orbital module. He needed to step away before running through the final check and entering the proper commands into the computer.
“‘That’s easy,’ said the doctor. ‘You try doing it with the engine running.’”
Clayton laughed at himself. He knew he was smart, but he wasn’t surgeon smart. He wasn’t commander smart. He wasn’t fly a Russian brick back to Earth without killing himself smart.
He was kinematics smart. He knew angular velocity and acceleration. He could calculate how they’d interact with relative velocity and fixed rectangular coordinates.
He was statics and dynamics smart. He could calculate how moving and nonmoving parts of a machine would interact.
He was law of energy smart. Clayton could predict the energy generated or conserved by machines based on design.
He was thermodynamic smart. He was good at calculating efficiency or lack of it.
Okay. Maybe this is in my wheelhouse.
Maybe he was good enough to get himself home.
NASA wouldn’t have invested twenty-one million dollars in training him if he were a dope, right?
Clayton knew that he had to pick the right time and calculate the exact attitude at that time to detach from the ISS and start his descent. Some of it was automatic and computer controlled, but he had to feed the computer the right data at the right time. The thought of it was overwhelming. His mind flipped through a series of what-if scenarios like he was living his own Choose Your Own Adventure book. It was paralyzing.
If he uploaded the wrong information to the computer, there were infinite ways to die on reentry. If the engines didn’t burn enough, the descent could be too fast and too high and cause the Soyuz
to skip off the atmosphere. He’d be bounced deeper into space and float away like an untethered helium balloon.
If the engines burned too much, his reentry might be too steep with too much speed. He’d burn up.
Usually, the ground team would calculate the return trajectory. They’d find him the right path to Kazakhstan, where the recovery team would welcome him home and hand him an apple as a welcome home gift.
Clayton considered how different his return home would be. He prayed he’d find land and not water. The odds were against him. Two-thirds of the world’s surface was water. If he landed himself in the middle of an ocean, he might as well have burned up in the friction of reentry.
He took a deep breath and fished through the gear stored in the orbital module then pushed himself to the airlock that separated him from the leaking Russian side of the ISS. He had to clear his mind. He thought back to building the RV with his dad.
Nothing about it was easy. Riveting at a precise speed and angle was challenging. Fitting that canopy just right was difficult. Cutting the holes for the instrumentation was a task. There was no room for error.
As they worked, Clayton’s dad often reminded him the biggest obstacle to building the plane, or completing anything monumental, wasn’t in the details. The obstacle was looking too far ahead. If they worried about what came next, they’d never finish the task at hand.
“How do you eat an elephant?” he’d asked his son one afternoon in the hangar while Clayton struggled with a fitting.
Clayton had frowned, wiping sweat from his forehead. “How?”
“One bite at a time.”
Clayton had always been a planner. He’d enjoyed the mental gymnastics of calculating the end of one task to get to the next. It was good for some things and not good for others.
His dad was right. One bite at a time.
The first bite was uploading the proper information to the computer and an official system pre-check. Nothing else mattered if he didn’t do that first. He gave himself a push into the crew module, making sure he hadn’t left anything in the orbital module, and moved into the commander’s seat again. It wasn’t as comfortable as his own seat, now occupied by Boris. Each of the seats had been custom fit for maximum comfort on reentry.
Tucked between the seats next to his cheat sheet was an electronic tablet containing the commander’s checklist. The commander, unlike the other crew members who used a paper checklist, had an iPad.
After calculating the best window for undocking and the correct trajectory, Clayton rechecked his math. He checked it a third time. He believed he was right, but he couldn’t be sure. It was like navigating a plane at night with only the help of VFR and a partially cloudy sky.
Clayton unlocked the device and began swiping through the procedures. He used a stylus to punch buttons on the control panel and began the sequence indicated on the checklist.
“It’s like Ikea put this thing together,” he mumbled as he progressed through the tasks one at a time. “Just give me an Allen wrench and an unpronounceable Swedish name and we’re good to go.”
Clayton then apologized to the Swedish. “That was unfair,” he said. “The Hemnes is a wonderful dresser and the Karmsund table mirror is the perfect accessory.”
He swiped through the checklist again to make sure he hadn’t missed anything. The last step was placing the Soyuz
on autonomous power, giving over control to the craft itself. He wouldn’t touch anything else until sixty seconds before it was time to undock. He was almost there.
Clayton gripped the command stick like a magic wand and initiated a series of commands that powered up the docking mechanism. Another series of pokes began the undocking, counting down from ninety seconds.
Ninety seconds. A minute and a half. That was it, and there was no turning back.
Clayton’s stomach rolled. His tongue was thick in his dry mouth. He swallowed against a sandpapery dry throat.
He watched the numbers count backwards, one by one, getting closer to zero. His sense of dread, of base fear, was far more visceral than the sweaty anxiety he’d experienced seventy-two days and sixteen hours earlier when the engines had ignited and pushed him from the bounds of Earth.
Four. Three. Two. One.
Clayton leaned his shoulder forward and used the stick to push another command. It opened the hooks that held the Soyuz
tight against the ISS at its connection to the Russian service module. He had another four minutes to wait.
He hummed the Jeopardy! theme song that swam in his head.
“I’ll take Famous Explorers for a thousand, Alex,” he said in his best Alex Trebek impersonation. It actually sounded more like he was impersonating Will Ferrell impersonating Alex Trebek.
“He is the first American astronaut to return to Earth alone in a Soyuz
capsule,” he recited.
Pretending it was a buzzer, Clayton turned the stick vertically and punched its top with his gloved thumb.
“Yes,” said Trebek. “Clayton, go ahead.”
“Well, Alex,” Clayton said earnestly in his own voice, “who is…me?”
“You are correct,” he said in the Trebek voice and checked the countdown indicator on the panel in front of him. “You have the board. But hurry, we have only two minutes left.”
“I’ll take People Who Are In Over Their Heads for two hundred.”
“Very good,” said Trebek. “Here is the answer: He started pretending to be a game show host in the most critical moment of his life, totally ignoring the stakes in favor of passive-aggressive avoidance behavior.”
“That’s a really tough one, Alex. I’ll throw caution to the wind and take a guess. Who is me?”
“Oh,” said Trebek, “I’m so sorry. The correct answer is ‘Who is the psychobabbling idiot at the controls of a Soyuz
capsule?’”
Clayton watched the numbers tick down.
“That’s all the time we have for today,” Trebek said. “Thanks for joining us for this deorbit edition of Jeh-par-dee.”
Then Clayton remembered Trebek was Canadian. “Figures. Canada keeps saving me from oblivion one way or the other.”
The countdown reached zero and the Soyuz
detached using a set of pushers that slowly moved the Soyuz
away from the ISS. Clayton checked the display for visual confirmation of the separation from an exterior-mounted camera and from a monitor. He wouldn’t be able to feel it. He’d see it though.
The levity of the game show evaporated and Clayton focused. He licked his cracked lips, remembering he hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since the CME hit the station. He wasn’t hungry; he wasn’t thirsty. He was determined to get home.
In the monitor he could see the full separation of the Soyuz
from the ISS. So far, so good. The clock reset. He had three minutes until the Soyuz
would fire its thrusters to increase the space between it and the ISS.
Clayton was struck by the silence of their movements, the disorienting float free of the space station. It was if he’d closed his eyes in the cabin of a plane as it began to pull away from the gate, only to open them, look out the window, and be confused as to whether the plane or the terminal were moving.
The three minutes ended and the burn began. For fifteen seconds the thrusters fired. Clayton counted those seconds in his head. When he reached fifteen, he pressed the panel to upload the data for the autonomous control descent.
Clayton and the Soyuz
had two orbits around the Earth. Silent and alone they’d whoosh around the planet to more fully separate the distance between themselves and the ISS. At the end of the second orbit, they’d be miles from the station and ready for the deorbit burn.
Burn. Not a favorite word at the moment. Clayton shifted in the seat, adjusting the straps that held him there. Two orbits at five miles per second. Each orbit lasted about an hour and a half on the ISS. Three more hours. Given that his orbit would be below the station, it wouldn’t take quite as long. Maybe two and a half hours. That was a trip from Houston to Austin, except there were no views outside. He couldn’t watch Earth speed by as he could in the Cupola. Instead he was lodged between two dead men in a space smaller than a Volkswagen Beetle.
Clayton could play Jeopardy! again. He could avoid the obvious. Or he could take stock. He could relish the memories of his life. He could spend time talking to his wife and children, his parents, his twin.
He leaned his head back against the commander’s seat and closed his eyes.
“Jackie, I love you.” His voice cracked and he struggled to keep speaking. “I loved you when I met you. I love you more now. You are the one who holds onto me when I reach too high and lose my balance.”
Clayton couldn’t feel the inertia of the craft as it raced around the globe beneath it, but he was acutely aware of the tears pooling around his eyes, stuck there because of surface tension.
“I know you’ll be okay without me,” he said. “I’m the daredevil, but you’re the strong one. You always have been.” He blinked at the tears. “I remember that time we were driving across the desert. I think it was Arizona. Maybe it was Nevada. We were almost out of gas. I mean, we were on fumes. Just you and me in the middle of nowhere. The kids weren’t even a thought then. I don’t even think we were engaged yet.”
Clayton blinked away the tears and sniffled. “We passed the last gas station while you were sleeping. You woke up and were so upset I hadn’t stopped to fill up. I swear I could see your uvula flapping in your throat as you screamed at me. It got worse when I started laughing at you, promising you we’d be fine.”
Clayton checked an indicator on the panel and made sure the orbit looked good. All was fine as best he could tell.
“I tried to make it into a game. Counting down the miles to the next gas station while the dial kept dropping lower and lower. You were sitting there with your arms folded across your chest, grumbling and calling me every name in the book.”
Clayton opened his eyes and checked for any alarms or anomalies. The automated system was performing well.
“Then we ran out of gas,” he said. “We had no cell service. I thought your head might explode. Instead, you got scary calm. I was a little freaked out. You told me later that once we’d run out of gas, once the threat was gone and the reality set in, the time for complaining was over. It was time to get to work.”
Clayton let the notion soak for a moment. He hadn’t thought about that story in years, not since the last time Jackie reminded the children of their father’s brilliant idiocy.
It was the perfect story. He’d taken the risk without fear, bringing her along unwillingly into the abyss. She’d panicked at not having had a choice, but when the worst happened, she was the one who rose to the occasion. She was the hero.
“We walked three miles to the gas station. I apologized and tried to hold your hand. You rightfully resisted. You were the one who calmly filled the gas can. You were the one who arranged for the ride back to the car. You were the one who cleaned up my mess. When we got back to the car and I cranked the engine, you leaned over and planted a good one on me.”
Clayton’s heart skipped, thinking about that moment.
“I asked you why you kissed me when I’d left us stranded. You said it was because everything turned out okay. No harm, no foul. And you got in a good workout, so you could eat whatever you wanted for dinner. I think we had steak that night.”
Clayton wanted to kiss her again. He wanted to hold her, smell her hair as she clung to him. He wanted her to yell and scream at him. He wanted to hear her tell the story of his brilliant idiocy again and again. He couldn’t be certain of any of it as the Soyuz
zipped silently toward its second orbit.
 



CHAPTER 14
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 4:00 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie stopped pedaling and let her momentum push the wheels forward. It was a nice break from the hard ride back to the neighborhood. She hadn’t stopped pedaling since leaving the front gate at Johnson Space Center.
“I’m glad we didn’t see those punk teenagers on the way home,” said Candace as she pedaled next to Jackie. “I don’t think I could have outrun them a second time.”
Jackie agreed with a nod and sigh. She leaned forward in her seat, leaning her weight onto the handlebars, and started pedaling again.
Candace cranked her bike to keep pace. “You think we’ll see them again?”
Jackie wrung her hands on the grip. “Them or someone like them.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Just a gut feeling. They were so…uptight at JSC. Everyone’s so tense. It’s like this isn’t a temporary thing.”
“The power?”
“The power, the cars, the frustration.” Jackie leaned into a right turn, which brought her one street closer to home. “Everything. It’s been less than a day and it feels longer than that. It feels…”
“Darker?”
Jackie stopped pedaling and glided next to Candace. Her new friend had picked just the right word. “Yeah,” she said. “Darker.”
Jackie prayed she’d get home and see Rick Walsh’s Jeep in the driveway. It was a fantasy, she knew, but she could hope. She needed to have hope.
It was one thing to have her adult husband in space. It was another to have her young son incommunicado in what she believed to be a quickly devolving society. In such a short time, she’d gone from not worrying about her son’s safety to focusing on it.
The pair turned another corner and Jackie slowed the bike as the familiar, bitter smell of lingering smoke stung her nostrils. She pressed the brakes with her hands and then rose from her seat and planted her feet on the ground, skidding to a stop.
On the main loop, the road that led to her cul-de-sac, there were easily three times as many people milling around as there were when she left. It looked like Halloween night without the costumes or the candy. Or the fun.
“What is that about?” asked Candace. “Who are those people?”
The sun was setting. It would be dark in a half hour or less. It was hard to make out faces. “I don’t know,” she said.
“I’m new to the neighborhood and all,” Candace said, “but I don’t think they live here.”
“I don’t either,” said Jackie, flexing a leg and leaning the bike to one side.
“Should we check it out?”
“Probably wouldn’t hurt.” Jackie pushed forward on her bike and rolled past the entrance to her street. She looked to the end and her driveway where the cul-de-sac began. No Jeep. She pulled in a deep breath and turned her attention to the crowds ahead of her.
There were men there she didn’t know, but most of the people were women and children. They were carrying bags and backpacks. The closer Jackie got, the more the crowds looked like solicitors. They’d walk up and knock on doors or approach homeowners sitting in their driveways.
Jackie slowed in front of the Vickerses house. Pop and Nancy were still sitting in their chairs. The crowds had moved past them.
“What’s going on?” she asked, dismounting from her bike and rolling it up the driveway. “Who are they?”
Pop leaned forward in his chair and waited to speak until Jackie and Candace had gotten closer. Nancy’s arms were folded across her chest.
“They’re from the apartment complex a few blocks away,” Pop said. “They’re asking for handouts.”
Candace glanced over her shoulder at the closest group of people and lowered her voice. “Handouts?”
Nancy nodded. “Food. Water. Gasoline. Diapers. Like we’re a supermarket or something.”
“Now, Nancy,” Pop said, putting his hand on her knee. “They’re frightened. They’re unprepared. Like the rest of us, they don’t really know for certain what happened. I don’t blame them.”
“I don’t blame them,” she snapped under her breath, “but it bothers me they’d think we could help. It’s not as though we’re swimming in produce and nonperishables.”
Jackie watched a woman with two small children approach a neighbor across the street and three houses down. She was the last of the shoppers, as it were. Her bag was virtually empty. Jackie could tell by the way it easily swung back and forth on the woman’s arm.
She couldn’t hear the conversation, but she saw her neighbor hold up a finger. The woman knelt down as she waited, kissed both children on their foreheads, and then graciously accepted two cans of food. She almost genuflected with thanks before moving to the next house.
“It hasn’t even been a day,” said Candace. “They can’t be out of food or other things yet, can they?”
“They’re not out,” Jackie said. “They probably won’t run out for days. But they’re smart.”
“How do you figure?” asked Pop.
“With a hurricane or a flood, we know there’s an end in sight,” Jackie said. “We know we’ve got a week, maybe two, without power. Some of us can go to hotels. Others can go to shelters. Somewhere not far away there is power, and we know it’ll eventually come back on.”
Candace held up a finger. “There’s the Red Cross.”
Jackie nodded. “That’s right. But here and now there isn’t any of that. There’s no support, and there’s no end in sight. We don’t even know what happened last night.”
“It was a solar storm,” Pop stated.
“Maybe,” said Jackie. “It doesn’t really matter, though, does it? Solar storm, nuclear attack, computer hack, Revelations…”
Pop bristled. “It does matter. And it was a solar storm.”
Jackie softened. “Okay,” she relented, “it was a solar storm. Let’s go with that.”
Pop folded his arms and sat back in his chair, a twin to his wife. “Fine. It’s a fact.”
“That doesn’t change the uncertainty of everything else,” Jackie continued. “Those families, the ones from the apartment complex, have no idea how long this will last. They know at some point they’ll run out of baby formula, food, water, soap, and everything else. They also know we’ll eventually run out. But we have more of everything, in their minds. So they’re better to come hit us up now, while we still have a lot, than when our supplies have dwindled three days or three weeks or three months from now.”
The others stood there silently, presumably absorbing what Jackie had suggested. She knew she was right. She looked over her shoulder at the crowds working their way along the street. Some neighbors were helping; others weren’t.
“The problem will be,” she went on, “when they run out of everything and come back in desperation.”
“Like feeding a stray cat,” said Pop.
Jackie frowned. “I don’t really like that analogy, Pop. These are people like you and me. But, yes. The analogy fits.”
Candace blinked through a stream of tears coursing down her face. Her eyes pleaded with Jackie for some modicum of comfort where she knew there was likely none. “I hope it isn’t what you think,” she said while catching her breath. “Desperation is a bad thing. It’s a very bad thing.”
Jackie was so engrossed in Candace’s emotion she didn’t hear the footsteps pounding the street behind her. She spun around, surprised to see Marie standing at the curb.
“Mom, I saw you down here. What’s going on? I thought you went to NASA?”
“I did. I’ll fill you in when we get home.”
Marie appeared clearly frustrated by the nonanswer. Jackie noticed the bruise-colored circles surrounding her eyes. Her mouth was drawn into a resting frown, deep lines framing the inside edges of both cheeks.
“There’s not much to tell you,” Jackie added.
Marie looked over her shoulder toward their home. “I didn’t come here to ask you about Dad anyhow.”
Jackie frowned. “Oh?”
Marie turned back to her mother. “We have a new visitor at the house. She just showed up. She’s waiting for you.”
“Who is it?”
“Kenny’s mom.”
Jackie heart skipped. “Has she heard from the boys? Does she know if they’re okay?”
Marie shook her head. “No. That’s why she walked over. She’s panicking.”
Jackie excused herself from the conversation with the Vickerses and walked her bike back to her house. Marie and Candace flanked her. She tried to keep her attention away from the blackened heap of homes to the left as she approached the cul-de-sac, but they drew her eyes like a magnet.
In the mess, somewhere, she knew there were bodies: bodies of parents, children, babies. Her stomach lurched. Her gaze stuck to one large piece of charred wood. It was part of the home’s frame. It was long and narrow, two by six or longer. The fire hadn’t just burned it. It had cracked it in a way that made the solid wood look crinkled, like a freshly pulled straw wrapper dampened with a droplet of water.
“Jackie?”
She turned away from the char to see Kenny’s mother in the driveway. She had her arms folded and was rubbing them as if she were cold.
Jackie walked the bike over the threshold of the driveway where it met the street. She stopped next to the woman, who appeared more fragile than normal.
Karen Walsh was a waif. She’d always been wiry, but now she appeared sickly. Her thin, ashy blonde hair was pulled tight into a ponytail, revealing a large, pinched forehead. There was a large vein running close to the surface from her hairline to her brow. A stain of mascara was thick under her eyes. Her cheekbones strained against her nearly translucent skin. The divorce had worsened issues Jackie imagined already existed.
“Karen,” she said, popping the kickstand on the bike and offering the woman a wide embrace. Karen reciprocated and Jackie’s fingers found the woman’s rib cage. No doubt she was sick.
“How are you?” Jackie asked.
“Worried. Have you heard from Rick or from Chris? My phones aren’t working. The power’s out at the house. I don’t know what to think.”
Jackie pulled away from Karen and shook her head. “No, nothing so far. I was hoping you had news.”
“I’m just sick,” she said. “I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, and I couldn’t sit in that house alone for a minute longer. I had to do something. I hope you don’t mind I came here.”
Jackie gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course not. Why don’t we go inside and I can fix you something to eat.”
“You’ve already got a houseful,” said Karen. “I didn’t know that when I decided to come over.”
“Not a problem,” said Jackie. “One more person won’t make a difference. Plus, it’ll make me feel better having you here. We can count down the minutes until we see the boys together.”
Karen nodded and wiped her eyes with the tips of her fingers. She tried to smile, but it looked to Jackie more like someone showing a dentist their teeth.
Jackie led her to the house. One more. What was one more person? Until it was two more. Or three more. There was only so much she could handle. She calmed herself, telling herself to stay strong. She left the bike on the porch and walked into her home. The waxy, vanilla scent of candles greeted her and masked the odor of stagnant smoke outside. The eyes of her guests followed her from the foyer and into the great room.
They were all sitting there expectantly. Reggie and Lana Buck sat together. Betty and Brian Brown were there. Marie was already plopped at the kitchen island, leaning on her elbows with her head in her hands. Candace walked in from the garage and took a seat next to Marie. Karen was standing next to the fireplace, chewing on her fingernails.
Reggie leaned forward on the sofa, scooting to the edge of his seat. “What’s the news?”
Jackie opened her mouth to answer, but she hesitated. She still had to tell her daughter what she’d learned, or hadn’t, about Clay. She needed to do that alone, without everyone else hearing it at the same time. The conversation wouldn’t be easy, not with Marie, not with the rest of them. Looking at the people depending on her, Jackie realized that nothing was easy now.
In less than a day, easy was a word she couldn’t find in her vocabulary. The world had changed overnight. Something deep inside her gut told her it was true.
It was apparent on the faces of the people in her home. It was breeding in the feral gang of boys on the street. It was spreading through the throng of apartment families looking for help before they needed it. It ate at what was left of Karen Walsh’s body.
Jackie’s eyes shifted from person to person. She measured them measuring her. Perhaps it was just her world that had changed, but she doubted it. Whether Clayton came home or not, whether Chris walked in the door in a minute or in a day, things had changed. She found Candace at the island and thought about what the young woman had said minutes earlier.
“Desperation is a very bad thing.”
 



CHAPTER 15
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 4:32 PM CST
I-45 SOUTH NEAR HUNTSVILLE, TEXAS
“Are we getting close?” Kenny asked for the third time in five minutes.
“Closer,” said Rick. It had taken a lot longer to reach Huntsville than he’d anticipated. Driving at forty miles per hour saved fuel, but it made for a grueling trip.
There were less than two hours until sundown. Rick didn’t want to be on the road in the dark, but he knew he wasn’t going to have a choice. He was a good forty-five miles from Mumphrey’s home in Spring and twice that distance from Clear Lake.
“I gotta go to the bathroom,” said Kenny. “Really bad. Can we please stop?”
“I can pull over here in a second. You can hop out and—”
“I can’t go on the side of the road, Dad.”
“Sure you can. We’ll turn our heads and—”
“Dad,” Kenny stressed. “I. Can’t. Go. On. The. Side. Of. The. Road.”
“Oh,” Rick said. “I get it. How urgent is it?”
“Urgent.”
Rick scanned the horizon. There wasn’t much but thickets of pine trees and sloping grassland. He’d seen a sign for an exit a half mile back, so he knew one was coming up.
“All right,” he said. “We’ll stop. If we find a bathroom, everybody needs to go.” He drove into the right lane and approached exit 118. It was a good choice. There was a pair of truck stops on the southbound feeder road as soon as he pulled off the interstate.
There were easily a half dozen big rigs parked at both of the stops. At the first stop, men and women were sitting in folding camping chairs, guarding their livelihoods. One group of men was standing under an awning near the building, flicking ashes off cigarettes in between long, cheek-sucking drags. Another couple was grilling on a portable propane grill. The man had a handgun holstered to his denim-clad thigh. All of them turned their attention to the Jeep when Rick pulled into the expansive parking lot.
“I don’t know that I like the idea of mingling with a bunch of truckers,” Nikki said nervously.
“Why? That sounds classist.”
Nikki rolled her eyes. “The last truckers we met weren’t the greatest.”
“That shouldn’t be an indictment against all of them.”
Mumphrey piped in. “I get both sides of what you’re saying. That father-son duo was pretty awful. I follow you, Nikki. But the boy here has to go to the toilet. We gotta help him out.”
Rick eased the Jeep into a parking spot and shifted the SUV into park. “Plus,” he said, “I’m not worried. I’ve got Deep Six Nikki on my side.”
Nikki shouldered open the door and hung her right leg outside. She turned back and smirked. “So you think.”
She led the group toward the main building. Rick walked behind her, paying attention to the sway of her hips, until the man at the grill interrupted his fantasy.
“Hey, y’all,” he said, a spatula in his hand. “Where y’all from?”
Rick motioned for the group to continue to the building and the bathrooms. He stepped toward the griller, gratefully inhaling the cooking odor from the grill. “Houston area. You?”
“Oklahoma,” he replied. “We got stuck here, just like the rest of these drivers. Guess it’s better than being stuck on the road.”
“Guess so. Are there working bathrooms in there?”
“For now,” said the griller. “Probably only a matter of time before they get too nasty to use. Can’t buy any food in there unless you got cash. Credit card system is down.”
Rick looked over at the building. The lights were on; people were shopping up and down the aisles. There were three people working behind the counter.
“They have power?”
“Generator.”
Rick stepped closer to the griller and the woman sitting in front of the truck. She was engrossed in the pages of a romance novel. She hadn’t looked at Rick yet.
The griller turned back to prod a burger on the grill. He had a filthy white towel draped around his neck like a scarf. The gun strapped to his right leg was semiautomatic, either a 9mm or a .40 cal.
The griller glanced over his shoulder. “I’m Gary,” he said. “This here’s Fran.”
The woman peeked over the top of the book and smiled. “Hey,” she said.
Rick waved a hello. “Have you seen any police since the power went out?”
Gary flipped a burger. “Not a one.” He pointed with the spatula toward the highway. “We seen a couple speed by on 45. That’s it.”
“Your trucks won’t start?”
“Nope.”
“Any idea what caused it?”
“The Russians or the Chinese,” said Gary the Griller. “No doubt in my mind. They dropped one of them EMPs, killed off everything.”
“What are you going to do?”
“Wait here for now,” he said. “We’ve got access to food, a place to sleep. We’re good for a couple weeks at least. No sense in risking anything on the road.”
“I get it.”
“Your Jeep is good though, huh? I’m guessing it’s because it’s old school. No electronics for the EMP to hit.”
Rick motioned with his head to the group of smokers near the entrance of the building. “What do the others think?”
Gary laughed. “Everybody knows it’s an enemy. There’s one fella who thinks it’s a false-flag operation.”
“False flag?”
“Yeah. You know, a government conspiracy. They make us think it’s a convenient enemy, but it’s really our own government that’s responsible. Like 9/11 and Sandy Hook.”
“Never heard of it.”
Gary shrugged. “I don’t buy into it. I wasn’t a birther either. But that’s just me.”
“Rick!” Nikki called from the building, holding open the door. “We need you in here.”
Rick waved at her. “I gotta go,” he said to Gary. “I wish you luck. Hope everything works out.”
“Nothing we can do about it,” he said and then laughed. “Just make the best of it while we can. Then we fight like hell.”
Rick offered an understanding smile then marched toward the building. Nikki stood there, holding the door for him. He was surprised at the dichotomy of the emotional reaction to the apocalypse. On one hand there was a group of “doomsdayers” bent on some sort of Revelations-style salvation. Then there were those, some of whom claimed to be cops, using the chaos as an excuse for violence and thievery. At the other end of the spectrum there were these truckers—salt-of-the-earth, hardworking men and women who were taking the punches as they came. They seemed unfazed.
He thought about where he fell along that spectrum. He wasn’t sure. He didn’t believe the conspiracy theorists. This wasn’t a false flag. It wasn’t the Chinese or Russians, at least he didn’t think so. That undulating red aurora at the park made Rick believe it was a solar storm.
He couldn’t know how long they’d have to live without power. Even if it came back at the snap of a finger, all of the cars and trucks littering the roads were dead.
What did that mean?
What would happen to his 401k? Would there still be money in his financial accounts, or would the surge have destroyed the banking computers that held all of his money?
He’d been so focused on getting everyone home, he hadn’t really considered what they’d face once they got there. A chill ran along his spine and he shuddered involuntarily. He tried to shake the thoughts of what might still lie ahead. It was too much to consider.
He thanked Nikki for holding the door and started to move past her and away from the suffocating odor of stale cigarette smoke, then stopped in the entry when she whispered to him.
“Hey,” she said, “I know you were looking at me when I was walking ahead of you. Your eyes were a little lower than they should have been.”
A rush of heat rushed Rick’s face. The blast of warm embarrassment replaced the chill still radiating through him. “I…uh…I…”
She winked, offering him a reprieve. “No need to apologize, I just wanted you to know I noticed.”
Rick swallowed hard. “Still. Sorry. I’ll try to keep my eyes up.”
Nikki laughed. “Good luck with that. By the way, your son’s shopping for snacks. You have any cash?”
“A little. Everyone finished in the bathroom?”
“Yep,” she said, leading him to the candy aisle. “Except for you. What did that guy say? You were talking to him for a while.”
Rick still couldn’t look her in the eyes, or anywhere else, so he kept his gaze on his shoes as he answered. “He floated a couple of theories about the power loss. He said they haven’t seen any police presence. He also said this place only takes cash and that the bathrooms are good for now.”
“I knew the last two things already,” she said. “I could have guessed about the police. Everybody seems pretty chill here, like they’re okay with everything. You get that vibe?”
Rick nodded and raised his head. He looked off to the left as he talked. “I do. Kinda weird.”
“What’s their theory?”
“Most of them are pretty sure it was an attack. One guy thinks our own government did it.”
“You buy that?”
Rick watched his son pick a fifth chocolate bar from the shelf. His arms were full. “No. I’m with Mumphrey. I think it’s weather related. It doesn’t change anything though.”
“How so?” Nikki asked.
Rick finally looked at her, drawn into her eyes. She was searching him for an explanation, her mouth drawn tight with worry. Deep Six Nikki was a badass, but she was human.
“No matter how we lost power,” he said, “we have the same issues facing us. When’s it coming back? And if it does, what damage is left behind?”
“You think it’s a long-term issue?”
Rick shrugged. He didn’t know. He couldn’t know. He imagined nobody knew. Even the government, which might know the extent of the damage, couldn’t be sure how long it would be before the power was back.
“I think we need to be prepared for the long haul.”
Nikki’s eyes left his and she looked past him, her mind seemingly drifting with her gaze. She nodded slowly then blinked back to the present and led Rick to his son.
Kenny and Chris both clung to more candy than they could comfortably hold. Kenny also had a pleading look on his face, his brows arched high with the desperation of a child asking for something he knew his parent would likely deny.
“You don’t need that,” Rick said, playing his part to a tee. “You just ate this morning.”
Kenny’s face melted with disappointment. His shoulders drooped for emphasis. “Pleeease? This morning feels like it was last week.”
Rick glanced at Nikki. She held up her hands, abstaining from the decision. He sighed.
“Fine,” he relented. “Two each. That’s it. You don’t need too much sugar, especially because we’re going to be in the car for a few more hours.”
Kenny’s face lit up and he thanked his dad. Chris thanked Rick too and offered him a couple of the bars he didn’t choose. Rick took one and handed the other to Nikki.
“Where’s Mumphrey?” he asked, realizing he hadn’t seen the old man since walking into the store.
“Over by the radios,” said Nikki. “He was hoping one of them might work.”
“Do they?”
“Most of them,” she said. “But they’re all two-ways. They’ve got maybe a one- to two-mile range.”
“Wouldn’t be bad to have a couple of those,” said Rick. “How much?”
Nikki shrugged and led Rick back to the electronics section. Mumphrey was playing with a couple of the radios, oblivious to their presence. He jumped and almost dropped the radio in his hands when Rick called his name.
“Mumphrey, how much are those things?”
“This one’s forty-nine dollars,” he said. “You need two. So it’s ninety-eight. They’ve only got a one- or two-mile range though.”
“Good enough for me,” said Rick. “Are there four of them?”
“Yeah.”
“Let’s get four.”
Nikki nudged Rick. “They only take cash, remember?”
“I’ve got it,” he said.
“What about later?” she questioned. “If this is a long haul, as you suggested, won’t you need as much cash as you can keep?”
“Good point,” admitted Rick. “But I also need a way to communicate without standing next to the person. This is good.”
Nikki eyed the radios. “Two hundred dollars good?”
“I won’t pay that.” Rick nodded toward the front counter. “Let’s go,” he said. “Mumphrey, could you carry two of the radios? I’ll take the other two.”
Mumphrey handed a pair of radios to Rick and grabbed two more from the shelf. Rick wove his way to the counter and the trio of clerks in various states of consciousness.
All three clerks were men. Two of them, neither of whom seemed interested in helping him with his purchase, hadn’t shaved in a week or more. The third was younger and slightly more eager. His eyes were swollen and bloodshot. His hands jittered as he drew a swig from a large can filled with an energy drink. Rick guessed none of them had bathed in a while.
“How’s it going?” Rick asked politely. The group helped him deposit the load of candy bars, bottled waters, and radios.
The two unshaven clerks grumbled their responses. Both sounded drunk or on the verge of collapse.
The red-eyed clerk at the register belched. “Cash only.”
A waft of citrus-laced tobacco breath brought tears to Rick’s eyes. He took a step back from the counter.
“I’ve got cash,” he said. “I wanted to deal with you on the radios.”
The clerk’s face twisted into a knot. “Deal?”
“Yeah,” Rick said. “Nobody else is buying them. You need cash, right? I’ll give you a hundred for the four of them.”
“No way,” said one of the unshaven clerks. “They were already half off. Those are good radios.”
“Yeah,” said the register clerk. “They’re good radios.”
“One twenty, plus everything else here. The candy. The water.”
“You know you’ve got fifty dollars in water, right?”
Rick laughed until he saw the blank expressions on the clerks’ faces. “Ten apiece? That’s gouging. It’s illegal.”
“You a cop?” asked the register clerk.
“No.”
“Then it ain’t illegal. It’s fifty for the water. Twenty for the chocolate. Two hundred for the radios. I’ll skip the tax.”
“Thirty for the water. Ten for the chocolate. One twenty for the radios.”
“We ain’t dealing,” said the register clerk. “You think—”
“Hang on,” said the bearded clerk who hadn’t spoken yet. He was the oldest of the three. His hair was receding against a scalp that had seen too much sun. The hair remaining on his head matched the mangy white stubble on his face. He stepped to the counter and looked down at the haul on top of it.
“One hundred sixty? What bills you got? I don’t want big bills.”
“Twenties. Fives.”
“One eighty, you got a deal.”
The register clerk narrowed his red eyes “But—”
“Shut up. I’m the assistant manager on duty. I get the say. One eighty.”
Rick shook his head. “One sixty.”
A sly smile snuck across the older clerk’s face. He rubbed the scruff on his chin. “One seventy-five.”
“Done.”
Rick told the boys to grab the candy and pulled out his old, worn wallet. Nikki got the water and Mumphrey grabbed the radios without being asked.
He pulled out the cash and laid it on the counter one bill at a time before stuffing the aged billfold back in his pocket. “Thanks.”
“Thank you,” said the older clerk. He quickly tucked the cash into his hands and folded the bills in half.
Rick handed the keys to Nikki. “I’m going to the bathroom. I’ll be right out.”
Nikki took the keys, put her hand on the back of Kenny’s head, and moved the group to the parking lot. Rick wound his way through the store, following the overhead signs pointing to the men’s restroom.
He pushed open the door with his fists and shuffled onto the aged linoleum floor. He stopped at the ceiling-to-counter mirror above the row of sinks and looked at the nearly unrecognizable man staring back at him.
It hadn’t even been a full day since the event, but Rick was already a shell of himself. Instead of appearing thin and fit, he was gaunt. His skin was sallow. His eyes were sunken and cushioned by thick, swollen lids. His five o’clock shadow had deepened, revealing the gray he worked so hard to hide on his head.
He leaned into the mirror and touched his face, pulling down on his eyes to reveal a riverbed of swollen red blood vessels. He was no better than the register clerk. He tucked his nose into his armpit and sniffed. At least he smelled like scented pine, even if he looked like death warmed over.
Having seen enough of his doppelgänger, Rick spun on his heel to find a urinal. He didn’t really have to go, but thought it better than waiting until he did. He’d reached the first one when he heard footsteps behind him.
“Hey.” It was the older clerk. The younger one who’d manned the register was with him. The younger one had a sawed-off shotgun at his waist, aimed at Rick.
Rick felt like wetting himself. He raised his hands above his head. “H-h-hey.” He was as confused as he was frightened and immediately regretted leaving his handgun in the Jeep.
“You got more cash in that wallet?”
Rick stood silently, cursing his fortune. Three times in the same day he’d had someone trying to hurt him. He wondered if he had the word SUCKER tattooed on his forehead. What was it that had people willing and ready to take advantage of him? If he still wondered where on the apocalyptic response spectrum he stood, he now knew definitively where most of humanity likely did. It had taken no time for people to devolve to their basest instincts.
The register clerk nudged the shotgun toward Rick and stepped forward. “He asked you a question.”
“I-I—”
The register clerk mocked Rick. “I-I-I. You got money in the wallet. Give it to us.”
“This was your plan the whole time?” Rick said, stalling. “Bargain with me and then steal the rest?”
The older clerk halved the distance between the shotgun and Rick. “No,” he said. “It wasn’t until I saw all the extra bills in your wallet and you decided to go to the bathroom alone that I figured I’d take advantage of the situation.”
Rick couldn’t believe it. He’d set himself up without even knowing it. “And you’re the manager?”
“Assistant manager,” he smirked. “Now carefully reach into your pocket, drop the wallet on the floor, and slide it over to me with your foot. Then we’ll watch you take a leak and escort you from the premises.”
Rick stood still, his eyes darting from the gun to the older clerk and back.
The older clerk cleared his throat. “You understand?”
Rick nodded and lowered his right hand. He dipped it into his back pocket and withdrew his billfold. He raised the worn, overstuffed brown leather wallet and held it above his head before kneeling to put it on the ground. He kept his eyes on the shotgun, which was beginning to shake in the hands of its energy-drink-swilling operator.
The older clerk’s eyes were bulging in anticipation. “That’s it,” he hissed. “That’s it.”
Rick looked down at his wallet for a brief instant as if to say goodbye. His arm tensed as he readied himself to give away his money, his identification, and the wallet his father gave him.
“C’mon,” said the one with the shotgun. “Slide it ov—”
A loud grunt and the shuffling of feet called Rick’s eyes up to the clerks. They weren’t alone anymore.
Rick fell back on his heels, catching himself with his hands. The clerks were still there, one of them aiming a shotgun at him. But standing behind them were Gary the Griller and Deep Six Nikki.
Gary had his handgun at the back of the older one’s head. Nikki had the TP9 from the glove box pressed to the shotgun clerk’s temple.
“Drop the shotgun,” said Gary. “Now.”
The clerk knelt down and put the short-barreled blaster on the floor. He was cursing everyone and everything in the room.
“Kick it over to Rick,” said Nikki.
The clerk started to turn in protest, and in a split second Nikki snapped her knee forcefully into his kidney. His body wrenched awkwardly and he gasped in pain, grabbing at his side.
“Do as the lady says,” instructed Gary.
The clerk hunched over, drooling and huffing from the blast to his lower back. He shuffled weakly with his right foot and slid the shotgun most of the distance to Rick.
Rick grabbed the weapon by the buttstock before leveling the shotgun at the register clerk.
Gary thumped the barrel of his gun on top of the older clerk’s head. “What do you want to do with these fellas, Rick? Your call.”
The hunched-over clerk mumbled something and spat a thick yellowish gob of fluid onto the linoleum. He grunted and then laughed.
“What did you say?” Nikki asked.
The clerk, apparently undaunted by Nikki’s first jab, suggested what he’d like to do to her. Before he’d finished with the vulgarity of it, she’d shoved him into the tile wall.
When he caught himself against the wall, she drove a foot, heel first, into his calf, twisted to the side, flicked her leg upward, and drove the toe of her hiking boot into his nose.
It exploded with a spray of blood and the clerk grabbed his face while crumpling to the floor in a heap. His nasal, gasping wails echoed off the walls of the bathroom.
Nikki shifted her weight to her other leg, jumped into the air, and caught the older clerk on the jaw with her heel. His head snapped to the side, carrying him into the row of sinks away from Gary. His forehead slapped against the counter before he dropped unconscious to the linoleum.
“Holy mother…” said Gary, his face ashen. He aimlessly waved the gun as he backed away from the mess in front of him. “Who in the world are you?”
Nikki twisted her neck and it cracked. She flexed her fingers in and out, relaxing the tightly balled fists she’d employed while kicking the clerks into oblivion.
She shrugged. “I’m nobody special. I just don’t like crooks.” She looked over at Rick. “You okay?”
Rick nodded. “How’d you guys know what was happening?”
“I saw them,” said Gary. “When your friends walked past me and you weren’t with them, I figured you were still in the store. Those clerks weren’t shy about taking that shotgun through the aisles. I figured something was up.”
Nikki stepped over the whimpering register clerk. He was in the fetal position, shivering in a growing pool of his own blood.
“He came and got me,” said Nikki. “He thought you might be in trouble.”
“And the boys?”
“They’re with Mumphrey. They’re okay.”
Rick swallowed hard and reached for his wallet. He shoved it in his back pocket with one hand while still holding the shotgun with the other.
His eyes danced from Nikki to Gary and back again. “Thank you,” he said. “I know that’s not enough, but thank you.”
“It’s enough,” said Gary. “Hell, I’d pay money to see missy over here do her Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon bit again.” He kicked at the older clerk. “What do you want to do with them?”
Rick stared at the blood leaching across the linoleum. “I think that’s up to you, Gary,” he said. “You’re staying here. We’re leaving.”
Gary sighed. “Makes sense. I’ll take care of the clerk up front and make sure he doesn’t have any designs on anything. The other fellas will be more than happy to figure out a plan for these two here.”
“The smokers?”
“Them and a couple of the others,” he said. “None of us are leaving. We’ll figure it out.”
Nikki motioned to the bleeding one. “He might need medical help.”
Gary chuckled. “He might. You stomped the snot out of him.”
The clerk whimpered. He tried lifting his head and whispered something unintelligible. It was too much effort, apparently, and he gave up. His eyes were swollen shut. His nose looked like half a sourdough pretzel.
“We should go,” said Nikki.
Rick agreed and they moved from the bathroom into the store. Rick handed Gary the shotgun. He followed Nikki out of the building and into the sunlight. He trailed behind her for a few steps until she slowed her walk and strode next to him.
“That’s twice,” she said, smiling.
Rick raised his hands in surrender. “I wasn’t checking you out. I swear.”
She giggled in a way that belied her strength and disarmed him. “Not that,” she said. “That’s twice I’ve saved your behind.”
 



CHAPTER 16
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 18 HOURS, 34 MINUTES, 06 SECONDS
241.5 MILES ABOVE EARTH
“For not knowing Russian, I’m a regular Crazy Ivan,” Clayton said. “Pozdravleniya.”
He congratulated himself for having gotten as far as he had. He’d undocked successfully without hitting the ISS and damaging the Soyuz. He’d entered orbit and completed two passes around the planet. And now he was on the verge of the deorbit burn.
Clayton entered the final commands into the computer that enabled the main engine, known as the SKD. The cover for the propulsion system was open. He’d double-checked the parameters as best he could, and the SKD ignited.
The engine was, counterintuitively, a brake. It was intended to slow the Soyuz’s speed as it reached the most vulnerable points of the reentry. It was on the rear side of the craft and fired for exactly four minutes and forty-five seconds.
Normally, days before reentry, the crew would have had a run-through with the ground team. The control instructors in Russia would have reminded them of important tasks and tested them on emergency procedures. They would have relayed to the crew a timeline and ground conditions. That hadn’t happened. Clayton Shepard, first-time astronaut, was left to his own devices.
This was the critical moment.
He’d known from the instant he’d decided his only way home was to self-guide the Soyuz
back to Earth, this was the point where he was most likely to screw up. It was also where he’d likely die if he had.
There were only three choices. He would live, at least until the next phase of reentry, he would die a quick but agonizing death, or he would slowly suffocate to death as he drifted into the abyss.
Clayton held his breath. He wiped sweat from his eyes. If the calculated burn wasn’t enough he’d skip off the atmosphere like a pebble flicked across a pond. That was the abyss option. If it was too much, he could burn up. That, of course, led to the agonizing, if not relatively fast, demise.
The SKD stopped its burn; the indicators looked good. Clayton’s entry was within the window, according to the data he could understand on the panel in front of him. He could be pretty certain he wasn’t going to bounce off the atmosphere. However, he wasn’t entirely sure his measurements and calculations had slowed the craft enough to prevent too much friction once he sank into the dense layers of the atmosphere.
Regardless, he acted as though he had fifty-five minutes until landing. He was on the final leg of his journey back to Earth.
Clayton reached up and grabbed his visor. He closed his helmet and depressurized the Orbital module. The next step was separating the crew module from the other two.
He looked over at Ben Greenwood then at Boris.
“I should have saved you,” he said to both of them. “I could have saved you. If I’d ignored protocol, worried less about myself, and gotten out to you sooner, you might have lived.”
Clayton didn’t know why he was saying it. He couldn’t reconcile the emotion that pushed the apology from his lips. He did know, rationally, there wasn’t anything he could have done. Both of them were likely dead within a few minutes of the CME shutting off or damaging the critical systems in their suits. It might not even have taken that long.
There was something about sitting between them that turned the cramped but utilitarian space of the module into a confessional. For more than twenty minutes he talked to the men. He told them about his fears. He opened up about his selfishness, how he never should have become an astronaut. It wasn’t what his wife had wanted, he admitted to them. He knew she was against it, but he manipulated her into going along with it. He played on her guilt and her love for him until she relented, until she supported his application.
Now he’d left her alone in a dark world. He had no way to talk to her, no way to know if she and their children were okay. The idea of never seeing them again was overwhelming. It was driving his efforts to get home, to survive what should have killed him.
As bad as it was in orbit, it could be far worse below. In space he had to worry about physics and chemistry and biology. Those were the forces acting against him unless he used them to his benefit. On Earth, he’d have to worry about people on the other end of a fulcrum; he’d need to protect his family from forces he couldn’t master with his wits alone. His journey might not truly begin until he landed. He hadn’t considered that until now. What a lousy time for the thought to fill his mind.
He was contemplating the rough road ahead when he felt a percussive explosion outside of the Soyuz. It sounded like somebody was clinging to the outside of the craft and was slamming it with a sledgehammer. The Soyuz
was shaking from the force.
Had he miscalculated? Was he not on the right trajectory? Was he coming in too fast? Were the heat shields compromised?
An instant later there was another explosive shock to the craft and the Soyuz
shook violently. The blows felt as if they were hitting all sides of the crew module.
Clayton’s teeth rattled. His heart pounded against his chest. He could feel the pulse in his ears as he frantically scanned the instrumentation for some sort of warning, some kind of alert.
There was nothing.
 



CHAPTER 17
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 7:31 PM CST
SPRING, TEXAS
As tough as the first part of the trip was for Rick and his group, the last fifty miles were uneventful. Sure, they’d taken twice as long as normal, but he was getting close to dropping off the first of his passengers. He was that much nearer to being home, and more importantly, his son was nearer to the arms of his mother.
He loved his son unequivocally. Kenny loved him too. Their male bonding time was good, but Kenny’s mom needed her son. After the divorce, after Rick left her emotionally ruined, Kenny had become her purpose.
She was a good mom before the divorce. She’d become a great mom after it. Rick knew Kenny sometimes rolled his eyes at his mother’s attentiveness or concern, but the kid loved it. Kenny needed her too.
Rick had stolen a part of both of them when he’d cheated on them. He’d had their unadulterated trust…until he didn’t. Rick had offered his ex primary custody without a fight. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to have his son with him, it was that he knew his mother needed the boy. It was the least he could do for them after causing as much pain as he had.
Rick could only imagine how Karen was coping. No power, no phone, her son not home. Getting Kenny home to his mother was the most important thing he could do. Despite his occasional fantasies about Nikki, Rick truly was focused on getting his son home.
He knew Chris’s mother would be just as worried, especially with her husband, Clay, the astronaut, orbiting around the planet. He hadn’t talked about it with Chris. He didn’t want to worry the kid any more than he already was. It would be good to get the Shepard boy home too.
Rick weaved around a stalled Mazda SUV. “All right,” he said, “Mumphrey, we’re here in Spring. Tell me where to exit.”
Mumphrey was looking out the window. He didn’t say anything. His gaze was distant. His mouth was turned down into a vacant frown.
Rick repeated himself. “Mumphrey, we’re in Spring. What exit do I take?”
The old man blinked and smiled. “That’s the thing,” he said. “I probably should have told you sooner. I mean, I know I should have told you sooner.”
Rick glanced at Mumphrey in the rearview mirror. “Told me what?”
“I don’t live in Spring,” he said. “I mean, I used to live in Spring, right off the exit. But I don’t now.”
Rick checked his mirrors. There was no traffic in either direction. He slowed the Jeep to a stop, unfastened his seatbelt, and spun around to look Mumphrey in the eyes.
“What do you mean you don’t live in Spring? Where do you live?”
Mumphrey looked down at his lap. His hands were clasped together and he was nervously rubbing his thumbs across one another. “In the pop-up.”
“What?”
Mumphrey looked up at Rick, his eyes glistening. He swallowed hard. “I live in the pop-up. I go from camp to camp. Been doing it since I lost my home. Bank took it when I got sick.”
Nikki reached for Mumphrey’s hands. “I’m so sorry, Mumphrey. I had no idea.”
Rick softened his tone. “Why didn’t you tell us?”
Mumphrey shrugged. His eyes welled. “I dunno. Haven’t you ever had a secret that was too embarrassing to tell? You know, like if you told someone, it would change what they thought of you?”
Rick glanced at his son and then back to Mumphrey. “I have. I get it.”
Mumphrey squeezed his eyes shut, pressing the tears down the sides of his face. “I live in the pop-up, but I keep moving. I was afraid if I stayed there by myself…”
“You don’t owe us an explanation,” Nikki said. “We’re in this together.” She looked over at Rick. “Right?”
“Of course,” said Rick. “You’ve been a big help with the boys. I’m glad you’re with us.”
Mumphrey swallowed hard and nodded. A grateful, crooked smile spread across his face. “Thank you.”
Rick turned back around and buckled himself into his seat. He planted his hands on the wheel and shifted into gear. “All right,” he said. “Let’s get these boys home.”
He accelerated and swerved around a stalled eighteen-wheeler. It was dark, which made the going even slower than it had been in the daylight. Rick’s neck ached. His shoulders were sore. But he felt good.
“So I guess you’re gonna tell me you don’t live in Galveston,” he said to Nikki.
She laughed. “No,” she said. “I do. I’m living on the beach at the moment.”
“At the moment?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m a nomad. I can’t ever stay in one place too long. I get bored. I think it’s from spending the first eighteen years of my life in one spot. Now that I’m free to roam, I do.”
“So you’re not from Texas?”
“Nope.”
“No hint?”
“I’m not from Texas.”
Rick flipped on the high beams, avoided a collision between two pickup trucks and glanced over at Nikki for a split second. Then it hit him. “Nikki’s not your real name, is it?”
Nikki didn’t say anything. Rick could sense her shifting uncomfortably in her seat.
He pressed. “I bet your dad wasn’t a cop either.”
“My dad was a cop,” she said. “That’s the truth.”
They rode for a half hour in silence with the boys and Mumphrey asleep in the backseat. It was cold in the Jeep, with the temperature having dropped and the back window blown out.
They were getting close to downtown Houston. It was odd. There was no evidence of the tall towers that hugged the eastern edge of the interstate. It was too dark. There was no moon. The skyscrapers that dotted the center of the nation’s third-largest city were powerless, just like everything else.
Rick finally broke the silence. “I guess I could just Google you,” he said. “I mean, I could if my phone worked.”
Nikki was staring out the window into the darkness. Her forehead was leaning against the glass.
“What would I Google, though?” he wondered aloud, trying to bait her. “Deep Six Nikki? Nikki UFC? Shut Down Valve?”
“Shut Off Valve,” she said without turning her head.
“What?”
Nikki turned and rolled her eyes. “It’s the Shut OFF Valve,” she said. “Why would it be the shut down valve? There’s no such thing.”
The interstate curved south around downtown. The unlit skyline was to their left now.
“What’s with the attitude?” Rick asked. “I’m just trying to make conversation.”
“You’re prying.”
“Prying?”
“I told you I don’t put down roots,” she said. “I don’t discuss my private stuff. Not with anybody.”
“You have to make an exception.”
“Why?”
“You’ve saved my life twice,” he said, smiling. “I have to know who to thank in my will. If I don’t know your real name, the trustee is going to keep the riches for himself.”
“Don’t you have an ex who gets everything?”
“She already got everything,” he said. “Deservedly so.”
“So if you’re a bad guy, why would I want to let you in?”
“I didn’t say I was a bad guy.”
Nikki turned back to the window. “Riiiight.”
Rick enjoyed the banter with Nikki. She was a challenge. She was smart. She could also murder him with her bare hands if she was so inclined. There was also something dishonest about her. He liked that too.
It wasn’t just that she had a pseudonym and wouldn’t divulge her real name. It wasn’t that she kept everything close to the vest and was borderline misleading about who she was and where she’d been. Sure, that was part of it, but there was something more.
It took a poser to know one. That was it. Rick could see through her because he saw himself in her. There was a good person in there somewhere, someone who wanted to do good but was always battling demons who’d have her slide toward the unethical or immoral. It was something only damaged people could see in one another.
The undamaged wouldn’t see it, or if they did, they’d spend all of their energy trying to change it. There was no winning. Rick’s ex was a good woman bent on changing him from the very beginning. She was attracted to his dark side, to his pliable view of the world. With that came the risk.
“I’m no more a bad person than you. I think we’re the same, actually,” he said and immediately regretted his choice of words. “Wait,” he said, stopping Nikki before she could answer. “I didn’t mean it that way. That sounded like a villain talking to a superhero at the end of a really bad movie.”
Nikki folded her arms across her chest. “I was gonna say—”
Rick raised a finger to silence her. “Hang on. What I’m saying is I think you hide things for the same reason I hid things. There’s something you’re battling within yourself.”
Nikki laughed the kind of chuckle that told Rick he’d dug the hole deeper. “Okay,” she said. “You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me except what I’ve chosen to tell you. So don’t presume anything and stop with the deep psychoanalysis. It’s all crap and it’s unattractive.”
Rick gripped both hands tightly on the wheel at ten o’clock and two o’clock. He fixed his eyes to the high beams illuminating the road and checked the speedometer. He was doing fifty. It was a little fast for the conditions, but he wanted to get the boys home. Chris first, he decided as he whizzed past the south loop. He knew Gulfgate Mall was to the right, although he couldn’t see it. Beyond the triangular beam of the lights was darkness.
It reminded Rick of looking out the window of an airplane on a clear night. He could always tell when they were hugging a coastline. The dots of yellow and white lights would end at the shore, giving way to the never-ending blackness of the ocean. It always freaked him out, thinking about the vastness of the sea. It made him think about crashing, about surviving alone in the cold, wet dark.
As he drove south, he wasn’t worried about the cold or the water. The dark, however, sent a chill along his spine he felt in his legs and arms.
“I don’t pretend to know you,” he said to Nikki without turning to look at her. “I hardly know myself, despite a lot of crap-filled psychoanalysis.”
He changed lanes. The Jeep rumbled and stuttered when he accelerated again. The gas gauge showed a quarter of a tank. It was enough for now.
“I’ll be honest with you, Nikki,” he said, despite believing that whenever someone said that, they were lying. “I don’t really care what your real name is. Your childhood, good or bad, doesn’t matter to me. I’m interested in getting my kid home to his mom. I’m concerned about what’s gonna happen when I run out of gas or if what little food I have in my refrigerator is halfway to spoiling.”
Rick changed lanes again and rolled past Broadway, the exit for Hobby Airport. He was less than ten minutes from the South Beltway and maybe fifteen or twenty from his exit. The yellow high beams cut a path along the concrete highway. He’d driven this interstate countless times, but it was a foreign trip right now. It was the darkness, the fear that at any moment another nut job would stop them or attack them or worse.
“That’s pretty harsh,” said Nikki.
Rick glanced at her. “What is?”
“What you said.”
“Sorry.”
“No, you’re not.”
“Look, Nikki,” Rick said. “I think you’re attractive. I think you’re smart. Normally I’d be relentless. Truth is, I don’t have the energy for it.”
He drew his right hand from the wheel and wagged his finger between himself and Nikki. “This sexual tension, or whatever it is between us—”
“It’s not sexual tension.”
“Whatever it is, I can’t do it. It’s stupid. The world is dark. There’s no power. We’ve almost died three times today.”
“You’ve almost died.”
He rolled his eyes and corrected himself. “I’ve almost died three times.”
He checked the gas gauge again. It hadn’t moved. His speed was steady.
Nikki tugged on the seatbelt across her chest. She turned toward Rick and put her hand on his leg.
“I appreciate the honesty,” she said, “and I’m sorry for saying you were full of crap. I just don’t like talking about myself. It’s a me problem.”
“I like a girl who can admit her faults.”
Nikki turned back toward the window with a roll of her eyes. “Of course you do.”
Rick steered through the darkness, driving in silence until he found his exit and slowed onto the ramp. He instinctively flipped the turn signal before realizing he didn’t need it.
He looked over and Nikki’s eyes were closed. Her head bounced against the window as the Jeep navigated the rough-hewn feeder road. Rick couldn’t be sure what time it was, but he knew it was late. Without a moon, he couldn’t accurately guess the time, but he figured it was close to nine o’clock.
He turned off the feeder road and rolled through the obstacle course on Bay Area Boulevard. For the first time since the truck stop, he saw groups of people gathered together. Some were on street corners, others in parking lots. He’d only catch a glimpse of them in the ambient light of the high beams. He could feel the people watching him as he passed. Rick wondered how many working cars or trucks had driven the road since the event the night before.
He turned off Bay Area Boulevard onto a less traveled street. He was only a few minutes from Chris’s house. Finally.
“Hey, guys,” he said to everyone in the Jeep. “It’s time to wake up. We’re almost there.” He rolled to a stop at an intersection. Just beyond the spray of the headlights were the shadowy outlines of a group of people. They were walking toward him.
From the backseat, Kenny sat up straight and mumbled groggily, “Are we home?”
Rick smiled at his son in the rearview mirror. “Getting there.”
“Did I sleep?” asked Nikki.
Rick kept his foot on the brake, anxious to see who was approaching his Jeep. He could see their basketball shoes, the low sling of their jeans. “For a minute,” he said to Nikki.
“What are you waiting for?” asked Chris. “Why are we stopped?”
“No reason,” said Rick, his attention on the group of teens waving their hands at him. They were alternately shielding their eyes and motioning for him to move toward them. One of them, the one in the front, had a shaved head. Another had a mop of dark hair covering his eyes. His pants were baggy and loose fitting.
“Looks like they want something,” said Mumphrey. He cleared his throat. “I wouldn’t give it to ’em. I’d keep moving. I don’t like the look of ’em.”
Rick lifted his foot from the brake and pressed the accelerator, turning the wheel to the right. He watched them as he picked up speed and then shifted to the side-view mirror once he’d completed the turn.
The boys had picked up speed. They weren’t walking. They were running. They were yelling at him. He couldn’t understand what they were saying over the rev of the Jeep’s engine.
“Punks,” he muttered and then turned his attention to Chris. “I turn up here, right?”
“Yes, sir.”
Rick turned into Chris’s neighborhood, which was only two and a half miles from his ex’s house. He’d be quick at the Shepards’ house. His ex would be worried until the second he put Kenny into her arms.
As Rick turned onto the main street that looped around Chris’s neighborhood, groups of people appeared from the dark like ghosts. They looked like families. They were carrying bags and boxes. Some of them were carrying their sleeping children. They eyed the Jeep like zombies. Rick punched the accelerator to speed past them.
“They look like refugees you see on the Discovery Channel,” said Mumphrey. “You know, the ones forced from their homes and they take what they have and they keep walking to another country? I was watching this documentary about it…”
Rick tuned Mumphrey out and found Chris’s street. He turned right and drove to the house at the end of the street, rolled into the driveway, and shut off the ignition.
Nikki wrinkled her nose. “Anyone else smell smoke?” she asked, interrupting Mumphrey’s description of the Syrian refugee crisis. “Like a forest fire?”
“I smell it,” said Mumphrey. “Definitely.”
Rick swung open his door. The air was bitter and sour. Something had burned. It was more than that, though. There was the odor of something else, something foul. He couldn’t place it.
Chris hopped out of the Jeep and ran to his front door. He tried opening it, but it was locked. He knocked on the door, calling to his mother.
The front door swung open and Chris disappeared into the yellow glow of the interior. Rick heard the happy cries of Jackie Shepard and he smiled. He’d done something right.
He turned to shut his door when he heard a familiar voice coming from the house. Karen?
“Rick? Is that you? Kenny?” she called, running toward the Jeep. Kenny jumped from the backseat and bolted past his dad to his mother. She cloaked him with her arms and buried her face in his head.
Rick walked toward them, his hands stuffed into his pockets. He lowered his eyes as he approached his ex.
“Rick,” she said, looking up from Kenny while clinging to him, “what happened?”
“Long story,” he said.
“Rick,” she said, drawing his eyes to her, “thank you.”
Rick looked at Karen and hardly recognized her. She was a shell of the woman he’d seen less than forty-eight hours earlier. “No thanks necessary.”
Karen started to smile and then stopped. Her eyes left Rick and moved past him, over his left shoulder. “Who is that?”
Rick turned to see Nikki standing outside of the Jeep. Mumphrey was behind her, stretching his arms.
“They’re campers,” Rick said. “We met them at the park. They’ve been a great help.”
“Why does she look familiar?”
“I just have one of those faces,” Nikki said, walking toward them with her hand extended. “I’m Nikki.”
Karen kept her hands on her son. She gave Nikki the once-over.
“Nikki,” Rick said, “this is Karen, Kenny’s mom. Karen, this is Nikki, and that’s Mumphrey.”
Mumphrey stopped mid-stretch and waved. “Hi, ma’am.”
“They were stranded at the park. We offered them a ride. They were a big help in getting us home.”
Karen pursed her lips. “I’m sure they were.”
“It’s not like that,” Rick said.
“It’s not like that,” Nikki echoed, stepping back.
Jackie Shepard emerged from the house. “Rick,” she said, “thank you so much.”
Saved by the bell, Rick thought.
Jackie bounded toward Rick and stopped next to Karen. Her eyes were wet and swollen. “Thank you for getting Chris home. I can’t imagine what it took.”
“It was nothing,” Rick said.
“That’s Nikki,” said Karen.
“And I’m Mumphrey,” said the old man. “We’re tagalongs, ma’am.”
Jackie greeted them and put her arm around Karen. “Are you hungry?”
“We’re—” said Rick.
“Starving,” Mumphrey finished.
“You must come in,” said Jackie. “I’ve got a houseful, but you’re welcome to a late dinner. In fact, I suggest you spend the night. It’s too dangerous out there at night with no streetlights and all of the stalled cars.”
Rick waved his hands in protest. He didn’t want to spend the night under the same roof as Karen and Nikki, apocalypse or not. “Thanks, but that’s not—”
“I think that’s a great idea,” said Karen. “We can all get to know one another. Then Rick can take Kenny and me home in the morning.”
Rick smiled. “Sure thing.” He reluctantly followed the others into the house, wondering how his day could get any worse.
 



CHAPTER 18
MISSION ELAPSED TIME:
72 DAYS, 18 HOURS, 59 MINUTES, 51 SECONDS
86.9 MILES ABOVE EARTH
The “impactless” separation of the orbital module and instrument compartment from Clayton’s crew module had nearly given him a heart attack. The violent vibrations he’d felt were the explosive bolts stripping the Soyuz
into three parts. Only the crew module was intended to withstand the heat of reentry and land safely on the planet.
“I think I wet myself,” he said breathlessly. “I really do. A little bit of piss leaked out. Not kidding. A grown-ass man just wet himself.”
He mentally chided himself for having forgotten the separation. He’d known it was coming. He’d planned for it by lowering his visor and closing his helmet.
“I’m gonna smell like piss when I get home. Freaking great. At least I didn’t eat asparagus.”
He laughed, though he wasn’t sure if it was because what he’d said was funny or if it was a nervous reflex. He had been convinced, while urinating on himself, the ship was falling apart on reentry.
He composed himself and checked the systems. This was when he learned if he lived or died. It was time to dip into the atmosphere.
“Please be right,” Clayton begged. “Please be right. Please be right.”
The first gentle tugs of gravity pushed him into his seat. He opened his eyes to a bright light from the circular window to the side of the capsule. Outside the window was a reddish glow.
It was the plasma burning against the exterior of the Soyuz
as the ship surfed the atmosphere like a wave. The onboard computers automatically adjusted the craft positioning, spinning it to the right or left to keep it on target. Clayton was ninety seconds into his ride through the atmosphere when he saw the first alarm.
Fighting the increasing pull of gravity, he picked up his tablet to check the alarm codes. He scanned the display to confirm what he feared. The automatic controls were failing. He was about to lose his wave. The ship’s trajectory was off.
Clayton quickly grabbed the control stick and spun the craft to increase its lift. He then rotated in the other direction to try to find the proper line. He couldn’t do it. All of the indicators told him he was off. The alarms were sounding. There were too many for him to read, decipher, and attack. He made a command decision.
“All right,” he said, “time to dive.”
As the Soyuz
shuddered and the increasing heat of the thickening atmosphere began creeping from the shields designed to protect it and the crew, Clayton employed a last-ditch maneuver. He manually initiated what was called a ballistic descent.
Unable to ride the planned trajectory through the atmosphere, Clayton opted for a slightly steeper descent. It was risky, but it was his only shot. With the ballistic descent, the capsule began to spin, but it didn’t need the rotational controls to avoid tumbling out of its path.
There was a downside, however, and Clayton felt it bearing down on him the moment he made the call. Instead of reentering the atmosphere with four times the normal force of gravity pulling downward on his body, the ballistic descent created nine times that force.
Nine times.
His hands were pulled from the controls to his sides. The computer tablet on his chest felt like a lead plate underneath an elephant. His head curled at his neck. He had trouble breathing. His vision narrowed and he could sense he was on the verge of losing consciousness. He fought it, working to keep his ten-pound eyelids open. He took slow, even draws of breath as the capsule spun like an electric top and barreled toward Earth.
“Anti-g suits, my ass,” he managed to mumble through the drool spilling from his lips. He carefully shifted his eyes to the window. The plasma was still there. It was red and burning.
Then, as quickly as it had started, it slowed. The atmosphere had done its job and the Soyuz
was traveling at two hundred and forty meters per second. Clayton was through the worst of it.
He was still traveling at nearly three-quarters the speed of sound when another explosive shudder shook him in his seat. This time, Clayton was ready for it.
“Parachutes deployed,” he said, checking the indicators. He was a little more than six and half miles up. Two small chutes were slowing his descent even more. The main chute popped and violently shook the craft with a sickening hiss. When it stopped, Clayton heard something he’d not experienced in more than seventy-two days: the wind.
Outside the falling brick of the Soyuz, the wind was screaming. The parachute ride, which Clayton had assumed would be quiet and almost peaceful, was anything but that.
The capsule was yanked side to side like a yo-yo on a bungee cord as the side-launching parachute righted itself. Combined with the gravity, the roller-coaster ride made Clayton want to vomit.
“I can’t land with piss in my suit and puke on it,” he said. “Not gonna happen.”
He closed his eyes and rode the jerky, frightening drop, bracing himself for a hard landing. The Soyuz
was designed with Soft Landing Engines. They fired in the seconds before landing to offer one last deceleration.
There was nothing soft about the landing.
Even with massive shock absorbers in the seats, which automatically cushioned the landing, Clayton’s body was jarred when the Soyuz
slammed to the ground. It sounded and felt as if he’d collided with an eighteen-wheeler. His jaw hurt, his body ached, and his head felt thick and heavy as if someone had filled it with wet sand. But he was alive.
He was alive and he was on Earth. Somehow he’d done it. He’d gotten himself and the bodies of his friends off the ISS, into the Soyuz, and back to solid ground.
The heavy, relentless pressure of gravity kept Clayton in his seat for longer than he expected. He tried to stand shortly after the cataclysmic landing but lost his balance and fell over onto Boris. He shifted his weight back into his seat, the weight of Earth’s pull resisting every movement he made.
He laid his head back against the seat and shuddered at the sudden urge to vomit. He somehow managed to get his hands over his mouth and gagged. He swallowed and winced against the sharp burn as it sank back down to his stomach. He couldn’t remember the last time he ate. The taste was unrecognizable the second time he swallowed it. His stomach was twisting, his head ached, his fingers felt thick, and his legs were like stumps.
During training, instructors told him that everyone adjusted to reentry at their own pace. Some people got sick; others didn’t. The longer an astronaut lived in microgravity, however, the harder it was on the body when returning.
He’d also heard, anecdotally, that shorter astronauts recovered faster. He wasn’t short. Chances were he’d even grown an inch, his spine having expanded while in orbit.
After three more failed attempts to stand, Clayton managed to hold his own weight. He pushed upward for a moment, the weight of breathing still difficult. His thighs burned from the gargantuan effort it took to bear his weight and maintain his balance in the cramped quarters of the Soyuz.
Once he was sure he wouldn’t fall again, he opened the hatch. It took every bit of strength he could muster to operate the simplest of machines. He grunted as would an Olympic weightlifter until he’d opened the doorway.
The cold was the first thing that struck Clayton when he popped the hatch. It was arctic. The wind was blistering and carried with it ice and snow.
He couldn’t tell if it was actually snowing or not. It was too dark to see anything, and there was no moon.
For a split second, he wondered if there was a moon, if he’d actually landed on Earth. The surroundings felt that alien to him. He popped on a flashlight, holding it tightly so as not to lose it to the howling winds, and shone it through what he assumed was a blizzard.
He couldn’t see more than a few inches in front of his face. The ice and snow were driven horizontally into his eyes, nose, and mouth. The air was refreshing but bordered on caustically cold. He looked up, blinking past the flakes and pellets, and aimed the narrow white beam skyward into the milky darkness. It revealed nothing.
Where was he?
Normally he’d be able to get a vague read on where he’d landed. His compass was shot. It couldn’t tell him north from sideways. His portable GPS was broken. He couldn’t even see the stars to guesstimate where he might be.
He ducked back into the capsule and out of the wind. Wisps of snow drifted in through the open hatch.
He could be in any hemisphere. There was no way to rule out any of them. He wasn’t in an ocean, as best he could tell. That was good. He’d beaten the odds.
It was highly unlikely he’d have landed at either pole. His entry, especially as steep as it was, would have made that less likely. He also wasn’t in New Zealand or Australia. It was summer there.
Russia was a possibility. So was much of Asia north of the equator. The Cascades. The Himalayas, the Alps were possible too. Though, he’d breathed the air without much trouble. The oxygen was plentiful enough that if he were in either of those larger mountain ranges, his elevation was relatively low.
England was out of the question. Iceland or Greenland maybe. No, he couldn’t hit that far north. Nothing above fifty-one-point-six degrees, give or take. Most of North America was on the list. Central and South America were off; it was summer for most of South America. The Andes wouldn’t typically be like this in January. Snow maybe, perhaps cold, but not a blizzard.
Thinking it through, Clayton ruled out the southern hemisphere. Somewhere north of the equator was his best guess. It was a high altitude but not ridiculously high.
What frightened him wasn’t that he couldn’t pinpoint exactly where he was. That wasn’t the immediate concern. He couldn’t worry about whether or not he’d landed in a territory or nation hostile to the United States. There’d be time enough for that if it became an issue. What bothered him was that he had no idea how remote his location might be.
The chance that NASA, ESA, or Roscosmos had a clue where to find him was slim to none, and slim was caught somewhere in the magnetic mess left behind by the CME. He was on his own. His spirits were buoyed by the knowledge he had plenty of food, weapons, and shelter. He wouldn’t have to worry about water. He could melt ice and snow. He was trained to survive in the wilderness. All astronauts were. That part of the training had held his attention, unlike the Russian language.
At a point, though, he’d run out of food. He’d get dangerously cold. He’d only be able to stray so far from the module without risking getting lost or freezing to death.
Clayton laughed at himself for worrying about getting lost. He was lost. He didn’t know where he was. Nor did anyone else.
The radio!
If the portable HAM radio had worked in orbit, there was a chance he’d be able to reach someone, somewhere. Plus, the snow had to stop at some point. The blizzard couldn’t last forever, could it?
Once it cleared and there was daylight, he’d have a much better idea of what he was dealing with.
“One day at a time. One hour. One minute,” he said, shutting the hatch. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
He was exhausted. He needed sleep. He needed to get warm.
Clayton awkwardly maneuvered himself in the capsule until he found one of the white Nomex bags that contained the snowsuits. He struggled with the brown straps before he freed the bag and unraveled it. There was virtually no room inside the VW Beetle-sized space, but he managed to squeeze into one of the suits. He’d use the other two as blankets.
Once the snow stopped, his first job would be building a fire and a shelter. That was what the training had taught him. He was too exhausted to do either right now. Sleep would clear his head, rejuvenate him. Clayton climbed down into the commander’s seat and sandwiched himself between the bodies of his crewmates. He drew the other two suits over his body and shifted in the seat until he was as comfortable as he could get. He extended the suits’ edges over Ben and Boris. They were still his crewmates. The mission wasn’t over yet.
It wasn’t over until he was in Jackie’s arms, until he could look his children in the eye, until he could eat a huge plate of lasagna at Frenchie’s Italian Restaurant.
The mission wasn’t over until he was truly home.
 



CHAPTER 19
SATURDAY, JANUARY 25, 2020, 9:45 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie stepped onto the porch and quietly closed the front door behind her. She peeked through the sidelight next to the door and, confident she’d slipped out without notice, walked to the end of her driveway. She pulled her sleeves over her hands and tucked them under her arms. It was colder than the night before. An involuntary shiver coursed through her.
She looked up to the cloudless sky and was struck by the stars. They’d never shone so brightly. She’d never seen so many of them. They freckled the moonless expanse with varying degrees of light. It reminded her of her honeymoon in St. Lucia.
She and Clay had been on the second night of their weeklong getaway. He’d stood behind her, facing the Atlantic Ocean on the black sand beach that framed a cove between two jagged mountains. The resort was behind them, the faint strains of string-heavy jwé folk music echoing from the lawn above the din of insects and reptiles in the surrounding rainforests.
The stars that night seemed close enough to touch, as if someone had hung them in the sky. She’d purred at Clay’s lips on her neck, his breath in her ear. Their future together was in those stars, she’d thought. It was an unmistakably magical moment. She’d forgotten so much of that trip and the others they’d taken as a couple, then as a family, over the years. That night, however, standing with their bare feet sinking deeper into the coarse grains of volcanic sand, the warm Caribbean tide washing in and out from Pitons Bay, was indelibly inked into her memory. It was as fresh as the moment they’d met, their first kiss, and the births of their children.
She stood in the driveway, lost in her thoughts, her eyes stinging from the bitter particulate that still hung in the air. She could feel Clay’s arms around her waist, his hands strong and reassuring. Together they could conquer anything, including those stars.
Jackie searched the sky for something familiar, a constellation, a planet, anything that would connect her with Clay. There were too many stars for that and she gave up.
“Please come home to me,” she whispered. “I need you. The kids need you. I can’t lose you to the stars, Clayton.”
She’d told Marie what little she’d learned from her conversation with Irma Molinares at NASA, then shared it with the rest of her boarders. All of them, Marie included, handled the news with a pragmatic stoicism.
“No news is good news,” Marie had said. “Until we hear bad news, everything is good.”
Even Chris refused to believe anything was wrong in orbit. He’d insisted if they could survive the religious cult, thieving father and son truckers, and malevolent store clerks, his dad could climb into a capsule and fall to Earth. Jackie had agreed with them, but privately it was a difficult position to hold. Those stars, as bright as they were, seemed so far away.
Jackie took stock of where she stood. Her son was home. He was safe, despite the threats he’d faced on the road. He seemed unfazed. That was something positive, but she’d have to keep an eye on him. She knew Chris could bury his emotions.
Her home was fine, unlike the ones across the street. Even though she didn’t have a generator, the house was comfortable. Together they had plenty of food, water, and there was still hot water for showers.
She wasn’t sure what to think of the woman named Nikki or the other camper named Mumphrey. They were polite enough, but she couldn’t get a read on either of them.
Rick was Rick. She was grateful to him for getting Chris home so quickly, but she wasn’t thrilled to have him in the house at the same time she was sheltering Karen. The tension was thicker than thick. It would thankfully be short-lived. Rick, Nikki, and Mumphrey would be gone in the morning.
Karen and Kenny were staying. Jackie had insisted. Chris would need a distraction, which Kenny could provide, and she didn’t like the idea of Karen being home alone.
Reggie had gently and privately protested the idea of adding two more mouths to feed. He worried what that would do to their food and water supply.
“We’re talking about adding a twenty-five percent burden to our resources,” he’d reasoned. “From eight people—including Chris, who’s now home—to ten. That’s a sizable strain for an indefinite future.”
“I understand you contributed to those resources,” Jackie had said through her teeth. “But this is my house. What makes Karen and Kenny any more or less of a burden than you and Lana? Or Betty and Brian?”
Reggie’s face had flushed. He’d stuttered a nonsensical answer before relenting. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right.”
Betty seemed to have calmed from the initial shock of losing her home. However, Brian was agitated at the irregularity of his schedule. While Jackie was hopeful he’d adjust to a new routine, she wasn’t optimistic.
Candace had proven to be a valuable asset in a short time. Despite her unspeakable loss only twenty-four hours earlier, she was levelheaded and smart.
Jackie was housing thirteen people including herself. Thirteen. Not a lucky number. She wasn’t prone to superstition, but she didn’t like it. She rationalized that there were twelve people staying with her. That was more reasonable. Her eyes scanned the sky and she took in a deep breath through her nostrils, blowing it out through puffed cheeks.
“One day at a time,” she said to the stars. “One hour at a time. One minute at a time. We’ll be okay, Clayton. But you have got to get home.”
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CHAPTER 1
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 5:00 AM MST
BOULDER, COLORADO
Dr. Vihaan Chandra was out of breath and it wasn’t from the altitude.
He’d run from his office the moment he’d recalculated the numbers for the fifth time. Chandra wasn’t one for attention, but the printouts he carried under his sweating armpit were attention getters.
As one of the top aeronomists at the Space Weather Prediction Center in Boulder, Colorado,   he was a space weather expert. For the last thirty-one hours, while most of the world was focusing on what had already happened, he was searching for what might still come. He’d found something.
He blinked the sweat from his eyes and huffed his way along the never-ending corridor toward his boss’s office. He was speed-walking past the stitch in his side that reminded him he hadn’t paid attention to the “Time To Stand” warning from his Apple watch. He winced and kept moving. His shoes squeaked, his thighs rubbed, his belly shook.
The David E. Skaggs Research Center, where Chandra worked, was an expansive facility in the Rocky Mountains. It was close to four hundred thousand square feet and housed seven hundred offices, along with one hundred separate laboratories. It was the headquarters for Chandra’s division and a half-dozen other weather-related government agencies. For someone not accustomed to exercise, it was a challenging environment in the midst of an emergency.
Finally, he reached his destination and shouldered his way through the door, not bothering to knock. His boss, Chip Treadgold, looked up from his desk. His furrowed brow told Chandra he wasn’t thrilled at the interruption. He was spinning a ring on his finger.
“Sir, “Chandra said, extending the stack of papers, “it’s bad.”
The irritation painted on Treadgold’s face melted as he took the documents. “What’s bad?”
Chandra bent over at his waist and planted his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. “There’s more coming.”
“Sit down,” said Treadgold. “Tell me precisely what you mean.”
Chandra dropped into one of the empty chairs across from Treadgold’s desk. He wiped his forehead dry with his shoulder and licked his lips. “Another geomagnetic storm, bigger than a G5, is on its way.”
Treadgold sank back in his chair, the color draining from his face. “You’re certain?”
Chandra nodded.
Both men knew that the space weather scale rated geomagnetic storms from G1, minor, to G5, extreme. G5 storms were uncommon, though not rare. Like the Saffir-Simpson scale that categorized the strength of a hurricane, that ranking only said so much about the potential damage.
Treadgold spoke above a whisper, as if he didn’t want to know the answer to his question. “What’s the Kp index?”
Chandra swallowed hard. He rubbed his palms on his thighs. He looked away from his boss as he spoke. “Above a nine.”
“Holy mother…” said Treadgold. “A nine?”
“Well above a nine.”
The Kp index was another measurement for geomagnetic storms. Zero was minimal, nine was extreme. Above a nine was catastrophic. It was the hurricane equivalent of storm surge. This was like Katrina hitting New Orleans twice in less than a week.
Both men sat in silence for a moment. Treadgold cleared his throat. “You’ve run the numbers more than once.”
“Yes,” said Chandra. “We’ve got some very basic measurement capability after what happened on Friday. Much of our system was damaged from the last CME. This one will knock out the rest.”
“How long do we have?”
Chandra nodded at the papers in Treadgold’s hand. “It’s all in there.”
Treadgold looked Chandra squarely in the eyes. “Vihaan,” he said, “how long?”
“Two or three days.”
Treadgold’s eyes drifted from Chandra’s and he dropped the papers onto his desk. He gripped his ring and spun it around his finger. “Two or three days,” he whispered, “and the world is knocked back a millennium.”
Chandra took a deep breath. His heart still pounded against his chest and his fingers tingled. He wondered if he was having a heart attack.
“Who else knows?” asked Treadgold. “Am I the first?”
Chandra nodded. “I checked the numbers over and over,” he said. “Over and over. I looked at the readouts and had to assume they were anomalies. They aren’t. They’re real.”
“Who else knows?” Treadgold pressed.
Chandra shook his head. “Nobody,” he said. “I came straight to you.”
“Good,” said Treadgold. “People will panic if they find out.”
Chandra pulled his fingers from his wrist and planted both hands on the edge of Treadgold’s desk. “If?”
“It’s not my call,” said Treadgold. “We leave it up to Washington to spread the news if they so choose. Right now we need to pass this up the chain.”
Chandra pushed himself to his feet. “People need to know that—”
Treadgold raised his hand. “Don’t. We can’t have this conversation right now. As I said, it’s not my call. Besides, how are we supposed to let people know about this when nearly no one has a way of communicating anyhow?”
“So we don’t try?”
“I hear what you’re saying. I really do. Again,” Treadgold said, “it’s not my call.”
Treadgold signaled for Chandra to sit down, which he did, and picked up his phone. “I need Washington,” he said into the handset, then cupped his hand over it and said to Chandra, “Thankfully we still have operational secure lines.”
Chandra nodded blankly and rubbed the back of his wedding ring with his thumb. He watched his boss scan the calculations on his printout while waiting for a connection.
“Sir,” said Treadgold, straightening, “this is Chip Treadgold with SWPC in Boulder. I’ve got some news.”
Treadgold looked up from the documents and forced a smile as he listened to whoever it was on the other end. Chandra assumed it was someone at NASA headquarters. He pressed his fingers to his neck, searching for his pulse, and smiled weakly at his boss.
Treadgold nodded. “Yes, sir. I’m looking at some troubling information one of our experts has gleaned from our surviving assets. It’s not good news. My recommendation is that you initiate the Descent Protocol immediately.”
Chandra mouthed, “The Descent Protocol?”
Treadgold held a finger up to his lips and spun around in his chair. “Yes, sir,” he said with his back to Chandra. “That’s affirmative. You have less than seventy-two hours.”
 



CHAPTER 2
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 05 HOURS, 12 MINUTES, 00 SECONDS
10,000 FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL
The snarl woke Clayton Shepard from his uneasy sleep. It was angry and grew from a low growl into something louder, something hungry.
The astronaut was buried in his sleeping bag inside a tent and next to the fledgling fire he’d built hours earlier. The crackling flames and intermittent howling wind had masked the snarl until its owner was close enough for Clayton to hear it.
He fought the urge to pop his head out from the encasement and listened to the animal, trying to discern what it was. Clayton wasn’t sure of much since he’d landed in the middle of a blizzard some hours earlier. He didn’t know what time it was or even where he was. After spending time in the cramped capsule between two dead men, the snow had stopped long enough for Clayton to emerge from the Soyuz and build himself the beginnings of a camp.
After trying unsuccessfully to connect with someone on the HAM radio and devouring a ration of rassolnik, a Russian soup he’d hydrated with melted snow, he’d climbed into the sleeping bag. Reentry into Earth’s atmosphere after more than two months in microgravity had sapped him of energy. He hoped a short nap on a full stomach would give him the strength he needed to explore beyond the sightline of the crashed Soyuz.
Now, listening to the vicious, throaty warning of something feet away, he wished he’d chosen an alternative plan. Clayton squeezed his eyes shut. The animal snarled again. He could almost see the bared teeth of a carnivore, saliva dripping from its jaws.
Clayton lay still until a chorus of growling told him there was more than one of whatever it was stalking him. They sounded like dogs. Nasty, famished dogs.
It couldn’t be dogs, Clayton thought. I’m in the middle of nowhere.
Then it dawned on him.
Wolves.
He pulled his arms from inside his sleeping bag and lowered its mouth beneath his chin. There was a red-hued darkness inside the tent and beyond its sheer walls. To one side of the shelter, the threat was virtually invisible. On the other side, however, the dying flicker of the fire cast the shadows of animals. They were definitely wolves.
The growling mixed with whimpers and the crunch of paws in snow surrounded him. There were four or five wolves. They were casing him, looking for an opening.
He didn’t understand why they were after him. Wolves typically avoided humans. They were afraid of them. Yet it didn’t matter what conventional wisdom held. The wolves were at his doorstep.
A cold trickle of snot trailed from his nose and onto his lip as he lay there. Clayton instinctively sniffed and the growling stopped. It was quiet until one animal emitted a low growl and the others followed. Clayton cleared his throat. Silence.
At once, Clayton yanked himself free of the sleeping bag and made as much noise as he could. For more than a minute, he yelled, he clapped his hands, he stomped his feet on the thin floor of the tent. Then he listened.
Nothing.
His pulse thumped against his neck and invigorated the headache he’d had since reentry. He waited another minute and then unzipped the tent flap. Poking his head through the opening, he faced the fire he’d built and constantly stoked. Its dwindling warmth radiated across his face and he closed his eyes. It wasn’t easy keeping it lit in harsh conditions, but he’d managed. When he reopened his eyes, his gaze drifted from the intermittent flames. In the distance, he saw the hind ends of a pair of wolves shrinking into the red-hued darkness.
He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Crisis averted,” he mumbled. “How awesome would that be? I survive the apocalypse and an unguided reentry to end up eaten by wolves.”
He chuckled at the absurdity of it, adjusted the cap on his head, pulled his gloves on his wrists and fully opened the tent flap to step onto the snow. He sank into a newly-formed snow drift up to his calves and nearly lost his balance.
“I might as well be on Mars,” he said aloud, watching his breath puff. “A wolf-infested Mars.”
Looking skyward at the red aurora undulating along the horizon, he searched for the moon, hoping to gauge the time of day. Despite not knowing exactly where he was, Clayton knew enough about the Soyuz and its orbit to understand he’d had to have landed somewhere close to 51.6 degrees north. The maximum deviation from that latitude was roughly sixty-five kilometers. That far north, in January, there wasn’t going to be a lot of daylight. Eight hours. Perhaps nine. As soon as the sun rose, whenever that might be, he’d arm himself and take a hike. Without a functioning compass, he’d need to find true north so as to keep himself from getting lost.
Cold, dry air filled his lungs as he trudged to the Soyuz. He’d left all his remaining supplies inside the capsule and he’d tucked the radio inside the door. He held the radio with one hand and a pair of command sticks he’d used to punch control buttons with the other. He rummaged through one of the supply packs and found a roll of duct tape. Ripping off a piece with his teeth he wrapped it around the two command sticks joining them together to make one longer stick. End to end, they measured about three feet. Perfect.
He glanced at his friends, their faces frozen, the bodies stiff in their seats, and he closed the hatch. He whispered a prayer for both of them.
Clayton squatted near the fire and found a few embers from the previous night and tossed them into the smoldering remnants. From his pocket he plucked a handful of dry grass he’d found and held it against the embers. He leaned over and blew gently onto the embers until they caught the grass on fire. Within a few minutes, the fire was born anew and waves of heat washed across his cheeks. With that taken care of, he blinked back the cold and jammed the stick into the snow, building up a small mound to steady it vertically.
Without a compass, functional GPS, the sun, or a visible north star, he had to improvise. There was no vegetation as far as he could tell. A shadow stick would work as soon as the sun rose. He’d just have to wait.
Clayton pushed the power button on the Yaesu radio. The single seven-volt lithium ion battery was still good, even though they’d probably drain faster in the cold weather. He pulled off a glove with his teeth and tried the 146.52 frequency. It was the most-often monitored simplex frequency and gave him the best chance of connecting with someone.
He pressed the radio close to his mouth. “Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Calling any station anywhere,” he said. “This is Kilo Delta Five X-ray Mike X-ray. Mayday, Mayday, Mayday any station anywhere. Please reply, over.”
Nothing.
Clayton fought the chatter of his teeth and repeated the call. There was no response. He changed frequencies and repeated the protocol. Still nothing.
“This is KD5XMX,” he said. “Is anyone out there?”
The radio crackled and Clayton pulled it from his mouth in surprise. Wide-eyed, he studied the display. Another crackle. He drew the radio back to his mouth and pressed the button to speak, but before he could repeat his call, he heard a snarl. It was right behind him.
Clayton froze for a moment. The snarl rolled into a growl that was joined by a second animal grumbling for attention.
From the corner of his eye he caught the flash of a third wolf, its teeth bared. Its ears pricked forward and it inched closer, plodding through the snow with ease. Over his shoulder, Clay could hear the others alternately panting and snarling as they closed the circle.
Fighting his fear and the sudden heaviness in his chest, Clayton swung around and roared. He swung his arms wildly and widened his stance. His eyes met the wolves’ and they moved backward, giving themselves distance.
Clay roared again, his throat burning from the volume of his voice, and he pretended to lunge forward at the pair of wolves stalking him. They backed away, their tails arced and ears back.
His body trembling, he swung back around to face the others. As he turned, one of the animals was already on him. It snapped at his leg and a sharp pain shot from Clay’s calf to his foot. He swatted at the wolf as it tried to set its teeth in his leg and caught it across the snout. The wolf yelped and backed away, circling back at a distance.
Clayton clenched his jaw and bit into his cheek to diffuse the pain burning in his leg. His vision blurred for an instant. He refocused in time to see the animal charging at him again. It leapt through the air, mouth open, and Clayton dropped to the snow. Reaching for the command stick he’d stuck into the snow mound he whipped the stick forward at a forty-five-degree angle as the animal landed on him. Clayton winced at the smell of its hot, fetid breath and reflexively jabbed the stick deep into the wolf’s mouth.
It gagged and yelped and clawed at Clayton as he rolled out from under the animal, stick still in his hand. He drove it deeper into the animal’s throat and it cried out in pain. Struggling against the stick, it shook its head violently until Clayton couldn’t maintain his grasp. On his back, he kicked hard at the wolf, launching it into the fire with his boots.
The wolf flopped into the flames and howled as it struggled futilely to its feet. It croaked and gasped for air, then gave up with a whimper. The acrid scent of burning hair billowed from the flames and the other wolves howled in unison.
Clayton grabbed at his wounded leg and scrambled to his feet. Crouching low, he breathlessly pivoted in a full circle. The animals were retreating as the smoke from the burning animal thickened and drifted across the campsite.
“Get out of here!” Clayton coughed. “Yahhh!” he yelled as if urging on a horse with spurs. The wolves’ ears pricked and they circled in wider arcs around the camp, whining with high-pitched wails. He imagined they were as frightened as he was.
Clayton checked over both shoulders and limped to the Soyuz as quickly as he could. He swung open the hatch with a bang and found the Makarov pistol he’d stashed inside. Spinning he placed his back to the capsule, leaning against it for stability, slid the manual, slide-mounted safety into the down position, and placed his finger on the trigger guard.
The wolves were pacing, measuring whether they should make a second go at Clayton when he stuck the 9mm straight up into the air and pulled the trigger.
Pow!
Another quick pull.
Pow!
The twin shots cracked like thunder echoing off the ice and snow, rippling through the cold air with an angry snap. The wolves scattered, sprinting into a night that resembled a photographic darkroom. The red glow cast across the vast emptiness gave Clayton’s surroundings the look of Hell. The increasingly foul odor of burning fur only added to the sense he’d exchanged one apocalypse for the other.
Convinced the wolves were finally gone, he slid down the side of the capsule and sank into the snow. The adrenaline leached from his body and he shivered. Pain returned to his leg and was joined by injuries to his arm and neck. He flipped up the safety and set the Makarov on the capsule’s hatch ledge, then drew his hand to his neck. There were long, thin gashes that ran from behind his ear to his collarbone, his bloodied snowsuit was torn at his bicep, and his leg was pocked with bite marks. He closed his eyes, and for some strange reason he couldn’t understand, he started laughing.
“Welcome home, astronaut,” he said aloud. “Welcome home.”
 



CHAPTER 3
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 7:18 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Justin Watson narrowed his eyes, studying himself in the mirror above the sink. The early morning light cast a pinkish glow through the bathroom window. He stretched his face, extending his nose downward, and paid close attention to the dark circles under his eyes.
He was exhausted, as was the rest of his gang, but they couldn’t sleep. Now was the time to gather supplies and take what they wanted, whether people chose to give it to them or not.
He spun the faucet, splashed cold water on his face, and pulled a soiled towel from the rack above the toilet. There was a lot to do and he was convinced there wasn’t much time to do it.
“Hey.” The whiny voice of his friend Palero echoed off the thin walls of the one-bedroom apartment, bouncing along the hallway and finding Justin as he emerged from the bathroom. “J, we did our count.”
“I’m coming,” he called and stepped from the bathroom. He cracked open the bedroom door and saw his girlfriend, Wanda, curled on top of a bare mattress. She was spooning with their one-year-old daughter. Both were snoring. An empty bottle was perched on top of an empty diaper box.
Justin sighed, quietly closed the door, and marched into the family room. His five compadres, all teenagers, were gathered around a Lucite coffee table piled high with a collection of snack foods, canned sodas, bottled waters, cash, and random electronics. He plopped onto the sofa, sinking into its degraded foam padding, and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He was nineteen years old going on forty.
He waved his hands over the haul in front of him. “This it? This is all we got?”
Palero was standing on the opposite side of the table, his hands on his hips. His jeans sat low, beneath his boxers. He nodded. “Yeah. We got some good stuff from the cars we hit. Plus your woman did a good job walking that neighborhood last night. People gave her water and food.”
“This stuff we got from the cars,” Justin said, “the phones and the radios? They’re no good until we get power back. Two guns, though. They loaded?”
Palero tugged on his pants. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s a Glock. Nine milli—”
“I know what it is,” Justin snapped. “How big is the mag?”
“Fifteen.”
Justin smiled and pointed to the other weapon. “And the revolver? All six full?”
“Yeah,” Palero answered.
“Wish we had those yesterday,” Justin said. “We could have taken those bikes from those women.”
The gang collectively nodded in agreement, mumbling about their inability to steal the bikes.
Palero tugged on his pants and shrugged. “So what’s the plan?”
Justin rubbed his palms on his knees and pressed himself to his feet. His eyes danced from teen to teen, gauging the looks on their faces. They were tired too. They were frightened. He could see it. Why wouldn’t they be? They were lost boys and he was their leader.
“This food isn’t going to last long,” he said. “I say we do some door knocking.”
The gang nodded. Palero tugged on his pants and then cracked his knuckles. Another one of the boys clapped his hands and then rubbed them together in anticipation.
“We got two guns and ammo,” said Justin. “I got a baseball bat. I think we’ll be good.”
“We got rope too,” said Palero, “and there’s some of that duct tape. We can use that if people get feisty.”
A groggy voice from the hallway interrupted the planning session. “What people?”
Wanda was leaning against the wall with their baby on her hip. Her eyes were slits and her long hair was a nest of tangles. The baby rested her head on her mother’s shoulder and was sucking on the three fingers she had shoved in her tiny mouth.
“Nothing,” he said, stepping over to her. “Nobody you gotta worry about.”
Justin rubbed the back of his hand along the baby’s cheek and gently pulled her forehead to his lips. He let go of her head and tried running his fingers through her tangled hair.
She looked up at him, her eyes adjusting to the light. “You’re not doing something stupid, are you?” she asked. “We need you here now. Don’t be getting into trouble.”
“Nothing stupid,” he said. “I promise.”
Justin looked her in the eyes. She was studying him. He knew that she knew he was lying. She always knew when he was lying.
She rolled her eyes and pushed past him toward the kitchen. “Don’t get caught.”
“The gas is working if you need to heat a bottle,” he said, trying to change the subject. “You can do it on the stove.”
She didn’t answer him. The baby peeked over her shoulder, smiling around the fingers in her mouth. Justin waved at his daughter and his eyes drifted down to watch his girlfriend walk until Palero thumped him on the chest.
“C’mon,” he said. “We should get going. We need to scout some places, right?”
Justin shot Palero a disapproving glare and raised a finger to his lips. He flicked Palero in the middle of his forehead and then motioned for the group to follow him outside. They had work to do.
 



CHAPTER 4
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 8:21 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Reggie Buck leaned on the kitchen island. The lines that framed his eyes and his mouth were deeper than usual. His forehead was tattooed with a trio of parallel creases that defined his concern. He was talking to the group but looking straight at Jackie Shepard. It was her house.
“We don’t have enough food for thirteen people,” he said. “Plain and simple. Even rationing everything out, we can’t all stay here for more than a day or two.”
Karen Walsh, the perpetual victim and mother to Chris Shepard’s friend Kenny, shook her head and scratched her arms with her long, manicured nails. Her eyes danced from person to person as she spoke with the speed of a machine gun. “What are you saying?” she spat. “Are you suggesting some of us leave? Who has to leave? Is this first come, first serve? Last hired, first fired? What are you saying?”
Rick Walsh, her ex-husband, reached out and put his hand on Karen’s shoulder. She immediately shrugged free of his touch and tightened the fold of her arms across her chest, scratching away with her nails.
“I’m not saying anyone has to leave,” explained Reggie. “I’m saying there won’t be enough food for thirteen people.”
Karen snickered. “Which means people have to leave. And you’re not talking about yourself, so—”
“Wait a minute.” Lana Buck waved her hands in defense of her husband, Reggie. “Stop with the accusations, please. Reggie is only trying to state the facts. That’s all.”
Karen huffed. “Whatever.”
Jackie Shepard stood apart from the crowd gathered around the island. She hated to admit it to herself, but Karen Walsh was right. Thirteen people couldn’t stay in her house. Not for long. There wasn’t enough food, let alone water, to accommodate so many people.
It was enough with her neighbors the Bucks; Betty Brown and her son, Brian; and Candace Bucknell, who lived a street over. Add Jackie herself and her daughter, Marie, and there were seven people. Then Karen showed up. That made eight.
When Rick Walsh had returned from a camping trip with her son, Chris; his own son, Kenny; and two stragglers named Nikki and Mumphrey, the household ballooned to thirteen. It was unsustainable. Still, she couldn’t turn people away. Even if Rick had suggested he’d be on the road by noon, she wasn’t rushing anyone out the door.
“Nobody has to go anywhere yet,” she said. “I’m not telling anyone to leave. We’ll have to be smart and ration what we have.”
“Remind us again what NASA told you,” said Reggie. “What exactly is going on out there?”
Everyone’s eyes settled on Jackie and she sighed. “It was what’s called a CME, a coronal mass ejection. These big magnetic particles tear away from the sun, race toward Earth, and if the conditions are right, send an electrical surge through everything electronic, through the power grid, oil pipelines, everything.”
“How soon until the power is back on?” asked Betty Brown. “Do they know?”
Jackie shook her head. “No. They couldn’t tell me. They said this one was bad. It was a really strong CME.”
“So the power’s out indefinitely,” Betty stated.
Jackie nodded.
Chris stepped from the island and toward his mother. “What does that mean for Dad?”
Jackie extended her arms, motioning for her son to come closer. “We don’t know yet,” she said, wrapping her arms around the boy. “No news is good news, I think. Your dad is smart. He’s crafty. Plus he’s got two experienced astronauts up there with him to get him home.”
The room grew silent while Jackie held her son. Marie, her older child, crossed the room and joined the embrace. Jackie smiled and welcomed her daughter with a deep breath. She fought the lump in her throat, not wanting to share the emotional moment with the ten other people in her house.
She closed her eyes and imagined her husband, the father of her children, and what he might be facing in orbit. She buried her face in her son’s head and inhaled the familiar scent of his hair.
“He’ll come back to us,” she said. “I feel it. He’ll come back.”
She gave her kids a final squeeze and exhaled. She hoped they bought what she’d tried to convince them she believed. She couldn’t be sure of it either. Space was a dangerous place under the best of circumstances. These were not the best of circumstances.
Jackie pulled her shoulders back and tugged at her blouse. She cleared her throat and tried to clear her mind. “All right,” she said to the group, “what do we do to prolong our ability to stay here together?”
“I have an idea.” Candace spoke up. “It’s a last resort, but it might help.”
Jackie raised her eyebrows expectantly. “Go ahead.”
“I have a cousin,” Candace said. “He lives near Austin on a large piece of property. He’s one of those preppers.”
“What do you mean prepper?” Karen asked, making air quotes with her fingers.
“He’s prepared for the apocalypse,” said Candace. “He’s got a bunker with a lot of supplies. He told me he had enough to last two years. He’s got a farm, a well that supplies his fresh water, and he’s got a lot of his land running on solar.”
“Near Austin?” asked Rick. “Where exactly?”
“Williamson County in a little town called Coupland. It’s this side of Austin. He’s got two hundred acres.”
Rick rubbed the thickening stubble on his chin. “That’s about a hundred and seventy-five miles. It would probably take five or six hours to drive it. It would take a week to walk it.”
“How many of us do you think he’d take?” asked Reggie Buck. “Does he have enough room for everyone?”
Candace shrugged. “I think so. He told me I was welcome. He’s a good guy. I can’t imagine he’d turn anyone away. He’d put us to work though. He’s got animals to tend, a lot of land to maintain.”
“Could you get us there without GPS?” asked Rick.
“I think so,” she said. “I’ve been there a couple of times. So yeah, I could do it.”
Reggie pointed at Rick. “Only one problem,” he said. “We can’t fit thirteen people in that truck of yours. The most you could stuff is eight or nine.”
“That’s plenty of room,” said Jackie. “The kids and I aren’t going anywhere. We’re staying here until Clayton comes home. We can’t leave our home.”
“We’re not leaving you, Jackie,” said Lana Buck. “Reggie and I are staying here with you.” She shot Reggie a look when he didn’t immediately concur.
“Of course,” Reggie said. “We wouldn’t leave you here. We’re here for the long haul.”
“We’re staying too,” said Betty Brown. “Brian and I don’t want to go anywhere. This is home. The lights will come back on. We’ll rebuild.”
“There’s no need to do anything right this second,” said Rick, “but we need to seriously consider heading to the prepper’s place. I can easily take Kenny and Karen, Nikki and Mumphrey, and Candace. We’ll make room in the back. It’ll be fine.”
“I didn’t say I was going,” said Karen. “It’s not safe out there.”
Rick stepped closer to his ex, drawing her eyes to his. “It’s not safe anywhere,” he said. “We need to be in a place that can sustain us. I’m going. My son is going. And so are you. We’re staying together.”
“You’re not my husband anymore,” Karen snipped. “You don’t get to tell me what to do.”
“I never told—”
Kenny shoved his way between his parents. “Guys,” he said. “No fighting. Okay? Dad’s right. We need to stay together and we’ll eat up all of Ms. Jackie’s food if we’re here.”
The room fell silent. Jackie watched the shame creep onto Rick’s face, the embarrassment spread across Karen’s. Jackie clapped her hands together.
“No decisions need to be made right now,” she said. “Okay? Let’s eat.”
 



CHAPTER 5
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 7:03 AM MST
BOULDER, COLORADO
Dr. Chandra wasn’t hungry. Who could blame him? He sat alone in his office, the lights off, rocking gently in his desk chair.
The only light in the room was a collection of thick pinkish lines that snuck through the drawn blinds on his office windows. They did little, if anything, to lift the darkness Chandra sought.
Chandra thumbed the back of his wedding ring, spinning it around his finger. His eyes found the dark outline of the lone picture frame on his cluttered desktop. Even in the dark, he could see the image. It was emblazoned in his mind.
The photograph, protected by glass on the front and a thick cardboard back, had faded through the years, though the woman pictured in it was as beautiful as the day Chandra snapped it. He remembered the day he’d taken the photograph with his iPhone. She wasn’t even paying attention to him. They were sitting outside at the Southern Sun restaurant after having hiked Chautauqua Park. She was picking at her grilled cheese sandwich, tearing it into ragged pieces and popping them in her mouth. She took a large gulp of water when Chandra said something that made her laugh. She spat out the water and tried to clean the dribble off her chin with a napkin.
Still giggling, with the Flatirons rock formations framed perfectly behind her, he’d thumbed a quick picture of her mid-laugh. The sun caught her skin such that she appeared as though she was glowing. Her teeth were bright, her eyes full of mischief, her long hair pulled back into a ponytail. Without a stitch of makeup, she was more striking than the mountain in the distance. Chandra loved the photograph. He thought it the perfect representation of the woman and her spirit.
Her name was Anila.
She was his wife. She was blessed with a tall, womanly physique. Her dark, alluring eyes and ebullient smile turned heads wherever she went. Chandra frequently wondered why she’d picked him. That was how he felt; like she’d chosen him over the countless other suitors who could have given her the life of riches and leisure she deserved.
Instead, she’d married a bookish scientist whose most attractive feature was his mind. Chandra could hear her voice in his head as he rocked in the pinkish dark.
“I know you will do wonderful things,” she’d said so many times. Her voice was soft yet filled with the confidence of a beautiful woman. “You are smart and kind and meant to change this world. That is why I love you. I want to help the man who will do great things.”
Chandra pressed his eyes closed and dropped the back of his head on to the headrest. Her laughter rang in his head, at once comforting him and filling him with a sense of dread. He wanted to pick up the phone and call her.
He’d have to brave what was ahead alone in a cavernous government facility that felt more like a prison than anything else. He knew what was coming. Another historic solar event. An explosive blast of plasma-accelerated charged particles surfing the solar wind all the way to the Earth’s surface.
Chandra never thought he’d live to see one such event, let alone two inside of a week. As the world became more and more dependent on technology, he’d secretly prayed he’d never see one.
Before the first event two days earlier, which the team at the Space Weather Prediction Center had creatively nicknamed the Great Solar Storm of 2020, the most damaging CME had been the Carrington Event in 1859.
On September first and second of that year, telegraph wires shorted in Europe and ignited widespread fires. A red aurora danced in the skies as far south as Hawaii. The light was so bright in Colorado it awoke exhausted gold miners from their sleep.
While there was no Kp index in 1859 for a direct comparison to what had just bombarded the planet, the Carrington Event was marked as the highest possible geomagnetic storm on the scale that existed at the time.
In 2012, another Carrington-like CME left the solar surface at an astonishing speed. Fortunately, it missed Earth’s face and had minimal long-term effects.
Now, the same solar cycle was producing another catastrophic storm that would plow into the planet directly. The first blast had lasted long enough to devastate the entirety of the western hemisphere and some of the eastern half of the globe. The second, assuming his calculations were correct, would finish the job and ruin any technological infrastructure that remained. The only untouched areas of the world would be the extreme reaches of both poles. There was nothing Chandra could do about it. That was disturbing enough.
The idea that the government had a contingency plan, one that left the vast majority of the planet exposed to a stone-age existence but provided safety and security for a fortunate few, made it all the worse.
The Descent Protocol was the official name. He’d only learned about it two hours earlier. It was classified, and until he’d confirmed the existence of a second CME, he’d not been cleared. There was a part of him that wished he hadn’t.
He was deep in thought, contemplating what to do, when there was a heavy knock at his door.
“Come in,” Chandra said.
Chip Treadgold stepped into the darkness. “Sheesh, can I put some light on the subject?”
Chandra sighed. “Sure.”
Treadgold flipped on the light and Chandra squinted until his eyes could adjust to the bright overhead LEDs that cast a warm light across the space. He blinked and motioned for his boss to join him at the desk.
Treadgold dropped into a hard wooden chair and adjusted himself. He rubbed the large ring on his finger. “I freaked you out, didn’t I?”
Chandra chuckled at the understatement, yet nodded.
“Look.” Treadgold leaned forward. “There are a lot of moving parts here. I didn’t mean to spook you, Vihaan, but you deserve to know what’s about to happen. You’ve earned the right to be a part of this.”
Chandra pointed at his boss as he spoke and did everything he could not to lose his cool. “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said. “We should be figuring out some way to warn as many people as we can. They think the worst is past, that somehow they’ll get their power back. They have no idea another magnetic pulse will delay for years whatever chance we have of rebuilding.”
“I understand,” said Treadgold.
Chandra curled his fingers into fists and pounded them on the desk. “Do you, Chip? Do you really? We’re abandoning mankind at its most vulnerable so that the rich and powerful can thrive.”
“It’s not like that.”
Chandra folded his arms across his chest. “Oh?” he sneered. “Tell me how it’s not.”
“Look,” Treadgold said in an even, measured tone, “I get how you feel. When they first told me about the protocol, I reacted the same way you are. I was angry. I was defiant. I told them there had to be a way to help everyone, let alone warn them. That’s not realistic.
“The protocol was designed to keep humanity alive. It wasn’t designed for a CME. It applies to a nuclear war, an asteroid strike, an alien invasion—”
Chandra scoffed. “Aliens?”
“Yes,” said Treadgold. “Whatever the architects of the protocol believed would be an extinction-level event.”
“Mankind isn’t an endangered species,” corrected Chandra. “A loss of technology and power doesn’t rise to an extinction-level event.”
“Doesn’t it though?” asked Treadgold. “What’s going to happen when people realize the electricity is never coming back?”
Chandra shrugged.
“And when their cars won’t work? When their ATM cards are as useless as all of the money they have in banks? Computers, the Internet, cell phones—all useless. Not to mention the fact that electric ovens and refrigerators won’t work.”
Chandra shifted in his seat.
Treadgold was speaking with his hands now. “What about treated water, Vihaan? What happens to the world when there’s no clean water, no flushable toilets, and no waste disposal?”
Chandra looked down at his lap and folded his hands. He thumbed his wedding band. “I hadn’t taken the theory to that conclusion.”
“If there’s no protocol,” Treadgold proposed, “mankind does cease to exist. We’re not equipped to cope with eighteenth-century living conditions in a twenty-first-century world.”
“So we don’t even try to warn people? I guess I don’t understand why one precludes the other. Why does saving some mean not telling the rest about what’s coming?”
“Because there’s nothing we can do about it,” said Treadgold. “We can’t disseminate the word fast enough. Even if we could, it only induces panic, accelerating the inevitable.”
Chandra drew his hands to his face and rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. His chest felt heavy; his head ached. His eyes drifted from Treadgold to the photograph on his desk. The overhead LEDs cast a glare on the glass, so Chandra reached over and adjusted the frame, tilting it toward him. Anila smiled back at him, ready to take another bite of her cheese sandwich.
“All right,” Chandra said. “Tell me everything. What do we need to do?”
 



CHAPTER 6
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 07 HOURS, 1 MINUTE, 42 SECONDS
10,000 FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL
Daylight illuminated the tent, offering Clayton a bright reddish-orange space in which to work. He reached into a baggie and cupped out a handful of snow, packing it onto his leg. The sharp, icy sting gave way to a thick numbness around the wound. It had stopped bleeding, but Clayton knew the ragged tear was deep enough it needed sutures.
With the sun having risen, he could finally work on his leg and see what he was doing. He could still smell the wolf responsible for the injury. The odor of its burned flesh and hair hung in the air like a soiled blanket.
Clayton ripped open a package of iodine with his teeth and squeezed the contents into the wound. Despite the snow having deadened some of the nerves, others were screaming as the cleansing liquid seeped into his leg. He instinctively grabbed at his leg with both hands and rocked. He puffed his cheeks and blew in and out like a woman in labor, trying to cope with the explosion of pain.
With the burn radiating the length of his lower leg, Clayton resolved there was no time like the present. He examined the wound’s irregular edges and squeezed them closed as best he could to see if they would close. Close enough.
Using a pair of tweezers, he held a threaded fish hook and pushed it through one edge of the wound. Clenching his jaw at the bite of the hook he pulled the fishing line through until he reached the knot at its end. He’d never sewn anything, let alone his own skin, but he understood the general idea. He kept the line away from him to prevent it from tangling and drove the needle through the other edge of the wound by rotating the tweezers. With each puncture, he tried to lead the thread at a ninety-degree angle to minimize additional trauma.
He ran the thread across the wound like a shoelace until he reached the top of it. He took the extra line and bit it off with his teeth. Using the tweezers, he meticulously tied a square knot in the free end and checked his handiwork. It was good enough. He didn’t take the time to tie off every suture as a surgeon would have done. He wasn’t a surgeon and he didn’t have time.
“That’s gonna leave a mark,” he said aloud.
He fished through the first aid kit and found a packet of neomycin, squeezed a blob of it along the stitches, and spread it across the length of the wound with his thumb. He found a large dressing pad, affixed it with surgical tape, and wrapped it with an Ace bandage.
His other wounds weren’t as serious, though there was the risk of infection. He cleaned them, dressed them as best he could, and swallowed a Cipro broad-spectrum antibiotic the Russians were kind enough to pack away in the Soyuz.
Clayton pushed himself to his feet and tested his leg. There was a dense, radiating ache, but he could put weight on it. He could walk without much of a limp. That was good.
He knew he couldn’t stay put. He needed to start moving, not only because the wolves might return, but because he needed to get home.
The faster he figured out where exactly in the world he’d landed, the faster he could formulate a new plan of attack. He was rested, and he was mostly acclimated to Earth’s gravity. It was time to move.
The red aurora still danced along the horizon. Its color wasn’t as vibrant as it had been the previous night. The sun, however, was a brilliant palette of yellow and orange. It looked angry to Clayton, as if it had something to prove. As if it was trying to teach man a lesson.
Fate wasn’t in man’s hands. It was in nature’s.
He wondered how Jackie was doing. Were the kids okay? Were they safe? Were they as worried about him as he was about them?
Clayton sucked in a deep breath of cold air, trying to dissolve the ache in his throat. His eyes suddenly stung with moisture. He blinked back the tears and tried to swallow the guilt.
He’d left them for his own needs, his own desire for glory, or adventure, or fame, or whatever. He’d spent the better part of his children’s youth pursuing a passion that took him away from them.
A slideshow of regrets clicked through his mind: the school functions he’d missed, the games and matches he’d seen only through video clips sent to his iPad, the date nights he’d cancelled and failed to reschedule.
Even when he was home he wasn’t present. His mind had been in the clouds. He’d half paid attention to the needs and wants of his family. They’d supported him without complaint. Over and again, Jackie had defended him to family and friends when he’d missed important occasions. And for what?
So he could strap an explosive to his back and launch into low Earth orbit? So he could float around in a spinning tin can and test the density of farts in microgravity? He remembered a conversation he’d once had with Gene Cernan, the last man to walk on the moon.
He’d asked Cernan if he’d ever want to go back into space, like John Glenn had done. Cernan had laughed and shook his head.
“Why would I want to do that?” he said. “I walked on the moon. What would be the purpose of going around in circles less than a four-hour drive from the Earth’s surface?”
Clayton didn’t get it at the time. But standing in the cold, alone and battling what he believed to be an apocalypse, he finally understood. He’d given years of his life and sacrificed
moments he could never get back.
A gust of wind dusted across the barren landscape, surrounding Clayton, and blew a chill through him. He shuddered involuntarily and balled his bare hands into fists. His knuckles were stiffening in the cold. He needed to move.
Clayton looked south. Distance was as difficult to judge in this monochromatic nowhere as it was floating outside of the space station. He could tell, not too far ahead, there was a drop in elevation. Farther right, to the west, the white expanse seemed endless as it did to the north.
For the next hour Clayton packed up his camp, taking as many essentials as he could, and stuffing them into a backpack. He took two additional packs and filled them with redundant supplies. Once he checked and rechecked his rations, he reached into the Soyuz and, one at a time, pulled out the bodies of his crewmates.
“I’m not leaving you here,” he said to Ben Greenwood as he dragged the stiff corpse free of the capsule and laid it on the ice. Greenwood’s body was frozen into the position he’d spent the last several hours. He was in a seated position, his arms bent and his hands at his sides.
“I promised you I’d get you home,” he told Boris Voin. “I’ll get you as close as I can.”
Clayton figured he was probably much closer to Boris’s home in St. Petersburg, Russia, than he was to Ben’s condo in Seabrook, Texas. Chances were, based on the projected reentry path; he wasn’t that far from Kazakhstan.
He laid Boris next to Ben and stood upright, wincing at the muscular tug in his lower back. He exhaled and wiped the cold sweat from his forehead.
“How am I going to do this?” he said aloud. “You’re both sitting. I can’t carry you. I can’t drag you. “His mind swirled with possibilities, none of them feasible.
He knew, at his core, that trying to move the bodies was a bad idea. He was injured, he was freezing, and nobody could blame him for leaving Ben and Boris on the glacier. The Soyuz could serve as a proper, temporary mausoleum and keep the bodies protected from the wolves. That was a reasonable solution.
There was something, however, that told Clayton he couldn’t do that. He wasn’t a soldier or a Marine, but he deeply felt the importance of not leaving his men behind.
“C’mon, Shepard,” he said, exasperated with himself. “You’re an engineer. Engineer something.”
Clayton’s eyes shot from the bodies back to the Soyuz and it hit him. He marched back to the capsule’s hatch, unzipped one of the packs, and found a multi-tool he’d packed. He found the right piece, extended it, and climbed into the capsule.
Twenty minutes later he’d removed two of the three seats and had them on the ice next to Boris and Ben. He then unbolted four long support bars from their perches. With some finagling, Clayton managed to affix a pair of bars to the back of each command seat.
On his knees he tested his creation. The seat slid along the ice with ease, the thin, flat-edged bars acting as skis.
With some bungee cords and Velcro straps he cut from the capsule’s interior walls, he managed to belt both men into their seats. They were on their backs, their knees aimed skyward. Clayton arranged them, head to head, and connected the two seats with a nylon strap.
He took an extra-long bungee and hooked one end into the front edge of the first seat. He took the other end and wrapped it around his waist.
“Mush,” he mumbled and tried pulling what had to be five hundred pounds of cargo. It took him a couple of heaves forward to gain momentum in the ankle-deep snow. Once he did, the makeshift chair-sled-gurneys slid along the surface. It wasn’t easy going, but he could manage, especially given that his plan was to find a downward trajectory and make his way to a lower altitude.
His testing complete, he carefully set one pack on Ben’s chest and another on Boris’s. He slugged the third over his shoulders, belted it at his waist, and began his trek.
Pulling his two crewmates like a sled dog, Clayton trudged south. His thighs burned, his shoulders ached, and his waist was quickly wearing raw. It was his penance, Clayton reasoned as he struggled step by heavy step. It was a penance for having been the only one of the three to survive in space, and for having left his family alone to fend for themselves.
 



CHAPTER 7
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 9:04 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Palero knocked on the door for the third time. He pressed the doorbell, which failed to ring, and knocked again.
“Enough, man,” said one of the boys. “There’s nobody here.”
Palero frowned at the boy and then cupped his hands over his mouth and blew, releasing a whip-poor-will of a whistle into the air that carried in the dry morning air. Around the back of the home, Justin peered into the glass-paneled back door and punched the end of the baseball bat through one of the panes.
The window shattered, leaving jagged shards at its corners. Justin poked them free with the bat and reached in to find the lock, spun it, and pulled open the door.
He’d learned the trick from the local news. They’d taught him about a rash of successful burglaries in which one thief knocked at the front door. If nobody answered, they’d break in through the opening least likely to trigger an alarm.
He’d have normally tried the heist under the cover of night and used the master bathroom window. That was the best spot from which to break in to a home. Given the lack of power and the unlikelihood of an active alarm, he chose the spot that would make the least amount of noise. Smashing the large frosted window in the master bath would have been more likely to alert neighbors. Inside the home, he moved quickly into the master bedroom and emptied a pair of oversized pillowcases.
Using the cases like sacks, he raided the bathroom of toiletries, toilet paper, medicine, first aid items, and anything else he could find. He was squatting in front of an under-sink cabinet when Palero joined him.
Justin stopped pilfering and glanced at his partner with a furrowed brow. “Where are the others?”
“Chill,” said Palero. “They’re keeping an eye out front. You made a lot of noise breaking that window. I told the guys to stay put.”
Justin nodded and then rose to his feet. He moved to the master bedroom closet, dimly lit by a window at one end, and shuffled through the racks of clothes.
Palero followed him into the closet. “You find a safe?”
“Not looking for one.”
“Why?”
“We need stuff to keep us alive,” said Justin. “Food, clothes, medicine, stuff like that. Cash ain’t gonna do us any good right now.”
“You think?”
Justin stopped and faced Palero with an incredulous look. “Where you think we’d spend it? Ain’t no stores open. Ain’t nobody taking cash. We need commodities. Got it? Now head upstairs and look for diapers. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.”
Palero nodded and disappeared beyond the closet door, his footsteps loud as he stomped his way up the stairs.
“Idiot,” Justin mumbled and ripped a couple of women’s blouses from their wooden hangers. He stuffed them into the pillowcase and slung the sack over his shoulder. He stepped from the bathroom into the bedroom and scanned the furnishings.
The bed was unmade. There was a half-empty bottle of water on one of the bedside tables, perched on top of a paperback book. He read the name of the book, HOME, printed largely on the side of the dog-eared copy, the cover curling upward toward the edge of the bottle.
His eyes moved to a mahogany chest of drawers on the wall opposite the king-sized bed. There was a flat-panel television and cable box on top of it. He counted six drawers, two smaller ones in the top row and four larger ones beneath them. Justin dropped the bag onto the floor and crossed the room to the dresser. He opened the top drawers and fished through them. In the bottom of one, underneath remote control instructions, a package of batteries, and some iPhone power cables, he found a box of nine-millimeter ammunition. He fished through the rest of the drawer, the other one, and then rifled through the other four drawers.
He cursed and kicked the chest of drawers. He kicked it again in frustration and his ears pricked. He heard a noise, like a squeak or a chirp.
“Palero?”
No answer. He could still hear the oaf’s heavy footsteps upstairs as Palero presumably clunked from room to room.
Justin stood still and closed his eyes. He held his breath and listened. It took a moment, but he heard it again. A muffled squeak. It was coming from underneath the bed.
Suddenly he was aware of the thickness of the stale air inside the house. He felt the beads of sweat populating his temples and on the back of his neck. He swallowed hard. His eyes were focused on the floor where it met the bed.
“Hey, Palero,” he called. “I’m coming up there.”
Keeping his eyes on the same spot, Justin reached over and took the pillowcase. He heaved it over his shoulder and backed out of the room and into the short hallway that led to the family room.
He reached the bottom of the stairs and found Palero on his way down. He held his finger up to his lips and then pointed into the bedroom.
Palero squeezed his brow with confusion. He stepped quietly to Justin and whispered, “What do we do?”
“We hit the kitchen and then we get out of here,” said Justin. “We don’t need a confrontation. It could draw too much attention and bring the neighbors running.”
Palero nodded. “Should we leave now, then?”
Justin shook his head. “No,” he said. “Let’s get as much as we can from the pantry and bolt.”
The two soft-shoed their way to the kitchen and into the large walk-in pantry. It was a gold mine. Both men began filling their cases with canned vegetables and soup, dry ramen, and bags of chips and nuts.
In his excitement and haste, Justin didn’t hear the woman behind him until she cleared her throat. He spun around and saw her standing feet from him. She was in baggy pajama bottoms and a loose T-shirt. Wisps of her long brown hair were strewn across her face and she had a handgun leveled at Justin’s chest. Her wide eyes darted between Justin and Palero. Her lower lip and chin were trembling. Both hands were wrapped around the weapon, her arms extended, elbows not quite locked.
“Drop my stuff and get out of here,” she said in a voice more forceful than Justin expected. “Get out or I’ll shoot.”
Justin raised his hands. He could feel Palero next to him, following his lead. Both kept the bags in their hands.
“Whoa,” Justin said with a smile. “No need to shoot us. We’ll get out. Not a problem.”
“Go, then,” she said. Her eyes narrowed. She bit her lip. “Now!”
Justin, still holding the stuffed pillowcase, moved cautiously from the pantry. He kept his eyes on the woman’s. “Just walking toward the door.”
The woman took a step back but held her ground. “Drop the bag,” she said. “Leave my stuff. I’ll shoot. I’m not kidding.”
There was an almost imperceptible warble in her voice. Justin sensed she doubted her conviction.
Would she really pull the trigger?
“C’mon, dude, stay with me,” he said to Palero. Then he talked to the woman. “We’re going, okay? Like you asked.”
Her jaw tensed. “Drop the bag,” she said through her teeth, spittle spraying from her mouth. “I’m serious. I’ll kill you.”
Justin kept moving toward the door, one deliberate step at a time. He nodded and blinked past the salty perspiration pouring from his head and into his eyes. He tightened his grip on the twisted neck of the pillowcase.
“I hear you,” he said, “but you’re not gonna shoot us. You’re not gonna—”
The woman squeezed her eyes shut at the moment she squeezed the trigger. The muzzle flashed and a single round shot from the chamber. It zipped past Justin’s head closely enough for him to feel the sting of it on his ear.
A second shot exploded from the nine millimeter. It wasn’t as close as the first and crashed through a window at the far end of the kitchen. He dropped the bag and dove to the floor. He looked back over his shoulder and up at the woman.
Her chest was heaving. The weapon was shaking in her unsteady hands. Her eyes were wild. “Get out!” she screamed. “Drop my things and get out!”
Justin scrambled to his feet, gripped his baseball bat, and struggled to the door. He fumbled with the handle and spilled out of the house into the backyard. He rounded the corner and dragged his hand on the grass to maintain his balance. Palero sprinted past him toward the street.
He was instantly out of breath, his pulse racing from a combination of anxiety and anger. He’d been punked by a woman and she’d nearly killed him. If she were a better shot, he’d be bleeding out on the floor.
He was still running, sucking in what little air he could, when he bolted past the gang standing watch at the front of the house. They were shouting questions at him, but he ignored them and kept running until the house and the armed homeowner were well out of range.
Justin reached a playground a quarter mile from the woman’s house. It was a couple of blocks from his apartment. He tossed the bat onto the mulch and gasped for air, bending over at his waist. He rested his hands on his knees and worked to slow his breathing, only looking up when Palero called his name.
“Dude,” he said, “that was too close. She almost capped us.”
“What happened in there?” asked one of the other gang members. “We heard the shots and thought you killed somebody.”
Justin worked up a ball of saliva in his mouth and spit it onto the mulch that covered the playground. He shook his head and stood upright. His heart was still racing and the tingle of sudden exhaustion crept through his extremities.
“You had the gun,” he said to Palero. “Why didn’t you use it? She got off two shots and you never did anything. We could both be dead.”
Palero tugged on his jeans, pulling them up over his hips. “Seriously?” he snapped. “My hands were full. I mean, one was full. I was holding the bag. The other was above my head. I didn’t want to get shot.”
Justin reached out his hand. “Give it.”
“What?”
“The gun.”
Palero pouted. “Seriously?”
“What happened?” interrupted one of the others. “We thought you were shooting.”
Justin shook his head and motioned again to Palero. “No,” he said. “A woman got the drop on us. We got nothing now.”
Palero reached into his pants and pulled out the handgun. He reluctantly slapped it into Justin’s outstretched hand and then pointed his finger at him. “I wanted to leave,” said Palero. “You wanted to stay. I can’t believe you wanna put this on me. If we’d left, we’d have the loot. It’s your fault. You picked the house. You wanted to stay.”
Justin felt the others staring at him and a boiling anger bubbling up in his gut. He couldn’t be disrespected.
He turned his back on Palero as if to walk away, took the gun by the muzzle, and quickly spun back to swing the weapon hard at Palero’s face. He connected with a thud, the handle catching Palero on the jaw with a loud pop.
Palero’s neck jerked to one side and he dropped to the ground, grabbing at his face. Justin dropped to one knee and pistol-whipped him again, hitting his friend on the side of his head. Then he delivered a pair of punches to Palero’s ribs.
“That ain’t gonna happen again,” said Justin. “You ain’t gonna talk like that and we ain’t leaving somewhere empty-handed. Even if somebody’s gotta take a bullet.”
Palero curled his knees to his chest as he held his head with both hands. He was in the fetal position, whimpering in the mulch. The others stood wide-eyed, not sure whether they should help Palero or watch him writhe in pain.
Justin adjusted his shirt and stepped back from Palero. He pointed at the boy with the butt of the weapon. “Don’t doubt me,” he said to the group. “I know what I’m doing. I’m gonna keep us fed. You understand?”
He paced, feeding off the adrenaline coursing through his body. He needed a new plan. He needed a new target. And this time he’d be the aggressor. There was no way a woman was stopping him again.
 



CHAPTER 8
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 10:18 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
“Hold this, please.” Rick Walsh handed a coiled green garden hose to his son, Kenny. “Unroll it a little bit and then hold the hose out straight so I can cut it.”
They were in Jackie Shepard’s garage. Nikki was holding a flashlight. Mumphrey stood off to the side, his arms folded across his chest, and he was scratching them with his fingers. He’d been a ball of nervous energy all day.
Kenny held a section of the green rubber hose with his arms extended. He winced as his dad used a pair of clippers to snap off the threaded fitting on the end of the hose.
“All right,” said Rick. “Unravel it and give me about six feet.”
Kenny uncoiled the hose, held out a section, and shrugged.
“Yep,” said Rick. “That’s good. Hold it there. “Rick snapped the hose with the blades and then took the six-foot section from his son and handed it to Mumphrey.
The old man took the hose and ran his fingers across the snipped edges on one side. He held the hose up to one eye and tried peeking through the round, half-inch opening.
“One more,” Rick said to Kenny. “Give me a foot.”
The boy extended a short section of hose and held his hands wider than the requested length. He shrugged again.
“Nice.” Rick winked at his son and cut the smaller section of the hose. “Nikki, have you seen the gas can?”
Nikki aimed the light toward a far corner of the oversized two-car garage. “Over there,” she said. “See it?”
Rick’s eyes followed the bright blue beam LED light to the red canister. There were actually three five-gallon canisters. He took the smaller section of hose in one hand, tossed the clippers onto a worn workbench, and stepped over to the cans. He picked up one in each hand and then moved back to the group, setting the cans at his feet like pieces of luggage.
Nikki bounced the beam between the cans and the side of Jackie’s car. “Have you done this before?”
“No,” said Rick. “But I’ve watched it on YouTube.”
“Like I said,” Mumphrey offered, quick to involve himself in the discussion, “I’ve done it. It’s not too difficult. Simple physics is all. I’ve never tried it with two hoses. How’s that gonna work?”
“Yeah,” Nikki said, smirking. “How’s that gonna work?”
Her puckered lips were twisted to one side and one eye was narrowed in a near wink. Rick read the doubt as a flirtatious challenge. She knew he could do it, she just wanted to mess with him. He did owe her his life.
His mind flashed to the truck-stop bathroom and the clerks who might have killed him. He’d hesitated too much. He should have acted. He would act next time. He suspected there would be a next time if the power didn’t come back soon. There was no indication it was coming back soon.
Rick smiled at her and motioned toward the car with his head. “Just watch,” he said. “You could help by popping the gas cap.”
Nikki popped the cover and Rick uncapped the first of the gas cans. He dragged it over to the car and then ran the longer section of hose from the can and into the gas tank, making sure to drive the hose deep into the tank. Then he pressed down on the hose and maneuvered the second, shorter section into the tank. He pulled a rag from his back pocket and wrapped it around the smaller section of hose. He bent over and blew hard into the hose. Then he lifted the longer hose from the gas can and found a steady stream of gasoline flowing from the car and into the tank.
“Nice,” Nikki said. “I’m impressed.”
“The second hose prevents me from having to stick my mouth onto the hose carrying the gasoline,” he said. “Just a safer way to do it, I guess.”
“It’s a good idea,” said Mumphrey, running his hand along the hose. “Like I said, I’ve never tried that. One time I did manage to get a nice splash of diesel on my face. Nearly got into my eyes. Wasn’t any fun.”
“I can imagine,” said Rick. His eyes were still on his handiwork. He was secretly relieved, uncertain it would actually work until it did.
“So what’s next?” asked Nikki, aiming the flashlight in his direction.
“Yeah, Dad,” said Kenny. “Are we really leaving?”
Rick was squinting at the bright blue light. He shielded his eyes and nodded. “It’s our best bet.”
“Are you sure it’s not safer to stay here?”
“For now it is,” said Rick. “But this is a populated area. When the food runs out, or when people think it’s running out, it won’t be pretty.”
Nikki stepped closer to Rick and lowered the flashlight. “How can you know that? For all we know the power will be back on any second.”
Rick shook his head. “Nikki, c’mon. You saw the panic in everybody we came across on our way here. The cult, the truckers, the fake cops…”
Kenny put his hand on his dad’s arm. “You don’t think the lights are coming back on?”
Rick took a deep breath. He could lie. He was good at lying. He pressed his lips together and thought better of it. His son deserved the truth.
“I don’t know anything for certain. None of us do. I do know how people are reacting to the fear of the unknown. That’s what worries me. That’s why I want to get you and your mom to a safer place, somewhere away from people.”
Rick checked the gas can. It was nearly full. He told the group to step back, readied the second gas can, and quickly moved the hose from the full can to the empty one, only spilling a few drops as he made the transition. He wiped his hands on an old beach towel and looked over at Nikki.
“What do you think?” he asked her.
“I know I’m not going home,” she said with a nervous chuckle. “There’s no point in that. I’m sticking with you guys. If you think it’s best to go, then we go.”
Rick pushed himself to his feet and nodded at Mumphrey. “What do you want to do?”
Mumphrey shrugged and raised his eyebrows. “I don’t think there’s a right answer here. I also don’t think there’s a wrong one. I mean, if we stay, we could be in for a world of hurt in a few days. If we leave, we gotta brave whatever deteriorating situation lies between here and that compound. Like I said, I could go either way on this.”
“I want to do whatever you do,” said Kenny. “Even if Mom wants to stay, I want to go.”
Rick smiled at his son. “You’re sticking with your mom, son. No matter what. I can promise you, for now she’s coming with me.”
“Even though she doesn’t like Nikki?”
Nikki’s jaw dropped. “What?”
“Son,” said Rick, “you—”
“I’m repeating what she said,” Kenny said. “She said Nikki looks like your type.”
Nikki aimed the light at Kenny. “And what’s his type?” she snapped.
Kenny raised his hand above his eyes and looked away. “Young and beautiful.”
“Oh.” She lowered the light. “All right then. I can live with that.”
“Your mom will get over it,” said Rick. “Plus, Nikki’s not my type.”
“Oh really?” Nikki shot the beam at Rick again.
“Th-that’s not what I m-meant,” he stammered. “And could you please stop shining that in my eyes?”
“Apparently you’re blind anyhow,” Nikki said. “What does it matter?”
Rick took a step toward the light. “I didn’t…that’s not…really?”
“I’m kidding.” She laughed. “It’s fun to watch you squirm.”
“Hey,” said Mumphrey, “I’m all for fun and all. I used to be married. I’ve dated women and such, but is this really a good time for you two to be courting each other? No offense intended.”
“You’re right,” said Rick. “Now’s not the time.”
“Not the time for what?” A shadowy figure stepped from the house into the garage. She walked closer to the group and Nikki’s light found her. Jackie Shepard was pulling her hair back off her face with a wide elastic band.
“Nothing,” said Rick.
Jackie dropped her hands onto her hips and nodded toward the car. “So it’s working?”
Rick looked over at the gas can and the tube running into the car’s gas tank. “Seems to be.”
“Good,” she said. “I won’t have any need for it, so it’s good you can use it.”
“Thanks again,” said Nikki, “for the gas and for your hospitality.”
Jackie sighed. “You’re welcome,” she said. “I don’t know how hospitable I’ve been. I’m doing what anyone would do.”
Nikki shook her head. “I don’t know about that.”
Rick checked the second can. It was nearly full. He did the quick change and started filling the third and final can.
Jackie adjusted the band on her head. “When do you leave? You seem pretty anxious. You don’t have to be. I don’t want anyone feeling like they have to leave.”
“We don’t,” said Rick. “I mean, I don’t feel that way. I think we’re better off the sooner we leave.”
“I think Candace feels the same way,” said Jackie. “She’s drawing out maps, trying to remember exactly how to get to Coupland without a GPS.”
“I’m thinking by the end of the day,” he said.
“Hey, Mom.” Marie appeared in the doorway. Her voice wavered. “There are people from NASA at the front door.”
Jackie walked toward her daughter. “What? What do they want?”
“They won’t tell me,” said Marie. “They said they want to talk to you about Dad.”
Jackie brushed past Marie and took her daughter’s hand as they weaved through the house toward the front door. Rick and the others followed, moving through the laundry room, the kitchen, and then to the front of the house.
Rick saw Jackie’s silhouette framed by the pinkish mixture of the sun and the faint aurora outside. In the open doorway, standing on the front porch, were three people: two men and a woman. She was shaking their hands. The woman reached out and offered Jackie a hug. Hers was the only name he caught: Irma Molinares, astronaut and mission liaison.
Jackie invited them inside, her hand tightly gripping Marie’s, and she moved to the side, allowing them to enter.
All three of the official-looking trio wore grim looks. They had thick, dark circles framing their bloodshot eyes. The creases along their foreheads and in the spaces between their cheeks and mouths ran deep. Their clothes were wrinkled, shirts untucked. The woman’s sleeves were rolled haphazardly up to her elbows. Jackie led them into the family room, where the visitors found seats on the sofa. She sat on the ottoman, sharing the space with Marie. Chris was standing behind them next to the easy chair.
Irma Molinares leaned forward on her knees, her hands clasped together. “So, Jackie,” she said, “I told you I’d update you as soon as we knew something.”
Jackie nodded. She wrapped one arm around Marie and drew Chris to her side with the other. She was bracing herself. Rick started to take a step toward Jackie but reconsidered. It wasn’t his place.
“We know a Soyuz capsule deployed from the ISS,” said Molinares. We know it entered the atmosphere and that it took a sharp descent that was likely manually engaged.”
Jackie gasped. “So they’re alive?”
“We can’t say that,” said Molinares. “What we can say, with certainty, is that the Soyuz was functional after the geomagnetic storm. We know at least one of the three crew members was able to get into the Soyuz and initiate the undocking sequence. We also know that at least one of the men was on board the Soyuz as it reentered the atmosphere, because the angle of descent was manually entered. The computer would not have chosen that steep an entry without someone at the controls.”
Jackie’s shoulders slumped. “So you know one of them is alive? And you know that statistically, given that my husband was inside the station when the storm hit, he is more likely to be the one alive?”
Molinares glanced at the men sitting on either side of her. “We know one of them was alive at some point after reentry,” she said. “It is probably fair to say that it is more likely your husband was the one aboard than the other two, but that is making a huge assumption that—”
“Look,” one of the men interrupted. “We can’t go that far. We don’t know if the crew member aboard the Soyuz is alive. Therefore, and I apologize for sounding harsh, we don’t know if your husband is alive. We can’t even tell you how many were aboard the Soyuz. The sensors transmitting the data aren’t fully operational.”
Jackie’s hands were in front of her and balled into tight fists. “But chances are—”
“Chances are,” the man cut her off, “there’s a thirty-three point three percent possibility your husband was the one on the Soyuz. I can’t give you a statistical probability about the survival of whoever it was in the capsule.”
Chris put his hand on his mother’s shoulder. “Why don’t you know if the person on board is alive?”
“We lost contact,” said Molinares. “Not everything is functional. We’ve managed some work-arounds for some of our equipment. Not all of it works yet. Initially the only data we had that told us the Soyuz had deployed was a measurable decrease in the ISS mass. As far as the descent is concerned, the last transmission we received was a data packet that indicated a change in trajectory consistent with a ballistic descent.”
“Irma,” said Jackie, “speak in English.”
“It changed course,” she said, “and we lost the signal.”
“So where did it land?” asked Chris.
Molinares again checked with both men. “All I can say is that there is a narrow band around the Earth in which the Soyuz can land. Because of where the ISS is positioned in orbit, we know more about where it can’t be than where it actually is.”
“It’s supposed to land in Kazakhstan, right?” asked Marie. “Isn’t it there?”
Molinares moved her head to one side and then the other. Rick could see she was equivocating. “It could be,” she said, “but we honestly don’t know.”
“And you can’t find out?” asked Chris.
The man who hadn’t spoken yet leaned forward on his knees. He spoke with his hands. “We have to hope that whoever was on board will try to get in touch with us,” he said. “There are a variety of ways he could try to do that. Right now, it’s a waiting game.”
Jackie took a deep breath and held it. “Okay,” she said, exhaling. “We wait, then. Thank you, Irma.”
“We had something else to ask you,” said Irma. “I mentioned yesterday we could provide you shelter. If you’re interested, we could take you back with us now.”
Jackie looked around the room. Her eyes lingered on Rick’s. “All of us?”
Irma cleared her throat. “No. Only you and the kids. We can’t accommodate everyone. I apologize.”
“You should go,” said Rick. “That way, when they find Clayton, you’ll be the first to know.”
Jackie pressed her lips into a straight line and looked around the room, taking the measure of everyone in the house. Rick could almost see her mind working, considering the needs of each person taking shelter in her house.
“No,” she said. “Not yet. I can’t leave my house.”
Irma’s eyebrows arched with concern. “Are you sure?”
Jackie nodded. “Yes. We’ll be okay here. We’ve got food. We’ve got a roof over our heads. We’ve boarded up the broken windows. We’ll be fine. I want to be here when Clayton comes home.”
“The offer stays open,” said Irma. She started to stand.
Rick stepped closer. “Can I ask a question?”
Irma sat down, looked at her compatriots, and nodded. “Go ahead. don’t know how much we can answer.”
“How bad is it?” he asked. “How long before the power is on and life starts getting back to normal?”
Irma deferred to the men, one of whom cleared his throat and pulled at the collar on his shirt. He looked at the floor, his eyes focused on something other than the people in the room. Rick could sense the discomfort in his voice as he spoke.
“Without overstating it,” the man said, “we have no idea what normal will look like.”
“So it’s bad?” Rick asked.
“Yes,” said the man. “It’s bad.”
 



CHAPTER 9
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 11:03 AM MST
BOULDER, COLORADO
Chandra tucked his hands into his jacket pockets and surveyed the surrealism around him. He was walking to his home three miles from the research center. It was a ten-minute drive or an hour-long walk. Given that his car was immobile, his feet were the only transportation available.
He was stepping a path up the center of the two-lane road, winding his way among the abandoned trucks, SUVs, and cars. Chandra stopped at the back of a Honda Civic. He balanced himself on the trunk while he adjusted his right shoe. He was wearing loafers not intended for a long walk, and they were wearing the soft skin at his heel. He rubbed the tender, reddened oval at the bone and looked up toward the east. The sun was relatively high in the sky and had escaped the pinkish cast of the faint aurora still undulating near the horizon. It gave the appearance of a beautiful cloud-effected sunset.
“It gives us life and threatens us with death,” he said. “So, beautiful and so dangerous.”
Chandra looked at where he’d traveled and then gauged the march still ahead. He was getting close. He planted his palm on the back of the Civic, a car similar to his own, and wondered if he’d ever drive again. The chances weren’t good, not with what had happened and what was coming. It was surprising to him the CME had disabled virtually every car. An electromagnetic pulse would have that kind of power, but a CME? Even his calculations didn’t account for the widespread destruction of all electronics. Then again, nothing like this had ever happened. It was plausible, he concluded. The sun was a magnificently complex ball of gas.
He looked back at the sun and did some quick math in his head. If he wanted to drive to the sun, he’d be traveling a steady sixty miles per hour for ninety-three million miles. It would take him about one and a half million hours, give or take, which was a little less than sixty-five thousand days, or about one hundred and seventy-seven years.
One hundred and seventy-seven years.
He started walking again. Yet the Earth-altering blast of magnetic radiation exploding from the sun would be arriving in a matter of days. Really, it was unfathomable. Their existence, life as anyone knew it, was over.
No nuclear war, no tectonic devastation, no melting ice caps or rising seas. This was the sun ending it all. A hot ball of gas that had spent the last four and a half billion years providing the perfect conditions for life on their planet was on the verge of setting civilization back thousands of those years.
He looked at the houses lining either side of the street and imagined the families inside them. They had no idea that what they’d already experienced was only the beginning of it all. They had no idea that their government was leaving them to fend for themselves in the aftermath of what would eventually become a lawless wasteland.
He wanted to run door-to-door to warn them, to tell them what was coming and that the power wasn’t coming back. He stuffed his hands back into his pockets, made the final turn on Cripple Creek Square, and walked the final few feet to his condominium in Shanahan Ridge. He climbed the wooden steps to his front stoop and slid his key into the red door of his home.
He and Anila had bought it six years earlier. They’d paid what they thought was a lot of money for a two-bed, two-bath condo built in 1979. But she’d loved the high ceilings, the loft with the old-fashioned stovepipe fireplace, and the balcony with the unobstructed view of the Flatirons.
He shouldered the front door closed and inhaled the familiar scent of his house. He stepped through the entry and tossed his coat on the sofa on his way into the kitchen. It was all white with black tile countertops, as it had been when they bought it. Anila had wanted to upgrade to granite, but they’d never gotten around to it. Chandra dragged his hands along the tile and flicked on the cold water at the sink. He pulled a glass from the cabinet and filled it.
The cold glass felt good in his hand. It was comforting to be in his home. He spun around and pressed his hands against the sink. This would be the last time he’d ever be here. His eyes moved from the magnet-adorned refrigerator to the round oak dining table permanently topped with two place settings. An empty flower vase sat in the middle of the circle. He’d been meaning to replace the one that had died.
Chandra lifted the glass to his mouth and drew a sip. He closed his eyes as he drank, relishing the water flowing across his tongue. He emptied the glass and set it in the sink. There was no need to put it in the dishwasher.
He stepped to the built-in pantry door adjacent to the refrigerator and pulled out a soft-sided cooler. He unzipped it, set it on the counter, and then picked through the refrigerator. He plucked a couple of oranges from the produce drawer along with a half-eaten block of cheddar cheese wrapped in cellophane. He plucked a couple of bottles of Coors Light and dropped them into the cooler.
From the freezer he took a frozen bag of mixed vegetables and an icepack. He stuffed them into the cooler’s remaining space, closed it up, and walked it to the sofa, setting it on the back next to his coat. Chandra ran his fingers along the sofa as he walked to the master bedroom. He checked his watch. Treadgold had given him enough time to walk home and back and gather enough essentials to last him for the trip from Boulder to their destination.
He hadn’t told Chandra where they were going or how long it would take. He did say that once they arrived, they’d likely spend the foreseeable future there. He’d told Chandra there would be food, shelter, and clothing. He’d also suggested that if there was anything Chandra really wanted to take with him, now was the only time to get it.
The scientist looked at his unmade bed and a wedding photograph of Anila on the table next to it. He took a deep breath and fell face-first into the sheets and blanket, staring at the empty wall. It was painted white, but a pinkish hue was cast from the light coming in through the large window on the opposite side of the room.
There wasn’t any artwork on the walls. There were nails and anchor holes from where pieces of art and ornately framed photographs once hung. Chandra had taken them down and not replaced them. There were no decorations of any kind save the simple drawstring blinds hanging on all of the windows.
His home wasn’t much more than a place to lay his head and watch football on Sundays. He hadn’t thought of it as anything but a crash pad for some time, but as he lay there contemplating the truth of leaving it forever, he was overcome with a paralyzing nostalgia. He didn’t want to let go.
Part of him wanted to stay in the bed, pull the covers around him, and lie there until the end came. There were worse ways to go than in your own bed, regardless of the nasty particulars.
He reached past his head with one arm and pulled the photograph of Anila from the dresser, dragging it in front of his face. He tried focusing on her face, but the image blurred through the welling tears in his eyes.
His throat closed and, despite his efforts to stop them, the tears rolled down his cheeks and across his face into the bed linens. Chandra knew leaving the house was leaving Anila behind too. Though he knew it was what she would have demanded of him. She was always the strong one.
Even as the cancer ate her body, she’d been the optimistic one. She’d been the one who insisted he live his life, go to work, and watch football. For months she’d pushed him to be the best version of himself, the man she loved.
“Don’t let my death ruin who you are,” she’d said. “You still have work to do. You have a world to change.”
Nine months after her diagnosis, the disease took her. It killed him too. He’d poured himself into his work, subsisting on microwave popcorn and Sobe water. Occasionally he’d drive through Taco Bell for a bean burrito without onions.
Struggling to control his sobs and the shuddering that racked his body, he regretted not having listened to her. He should have lived. He should have celebrated every day.
He dropped the photograph to the floor and slid from the bed onto his feet.
“Enough moping,” he mumbled. He checked his watch again. He needed to move. Treadgold had warned him they wouldn’t wait. As it was, those on the Descent Protocol list had grown anxious. It was time to go.
Still catching his breath, he slunk into the bathroom and packed his toiletries. He stuffed the zippered bag under his arm and carried it to his closet, where he pulled a duffel bag from the shelf and tossed it onto the bed.
He wiped his nose with the back of his arm and packed two or three days’ worth of clothes into the bag. He zipped it up, slung it over his shoulder, and walked backwards out of the room. His eyes fell on the photograph of his wife. He blew it a kiss and shut the door.
Chandra pulled on his coat, took the cooler, and opened the front door. He was halfway down the steps when he tossed the keys back into the house onto a hallway table near the front door. He didn’t need them anymore.
He bounded onto Cripple Creek Square, walking west, then north. He’d trek through South Boulder, cut across the eastern edge of Green Mountain Memorial Park, and find his way back to the research center.
After that, his future was uncertain. Everybody’s was.
 



CHAPTER 10
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 10 HOURS, 17 MINUTES, 03 SECONDS
10,000 FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL
Clayton stopped to catch his breath. He’d been walking for hours, dragging the bodies of his crewmates across ice-packed snow. He bent over at his waist, then stood up straight and tossed his head back toward the sky. He squeezed his eyes closed and tried stretching his back.
He found the sun and figured it was close to midday, though he couldn’t be sure. The haze in the sky made it difficult to place the sun exactly where it hung. Exhaling, he looked at the horizon and the ridge to which he was heading. It looked to him like the ocean’s horizon. The closer he got to it, the farther it appeared to be. The only things confirming his progress were the rocky peaks rising on either side of the ridge. They grew as he moved south, the parallel striations that wrapped them more and more evident the closer he got.
With each step, Clayton struggled incrementally more to lift the other foot. The cold was stiffening and bitter. Behind him, there was a seat-wide trail that marked his irregular path toward the ridge. He adjusted the cord at his waist, trying to alleviate the increasingly raw spots irritating his skin.
Clayton took a deep breath, the dry air stinging his nostrils and chest, and made another push forward. He’d trained for this, after all.
Well, not exactly this, but close enough. He’d endured three days and two nights of winter survival training in frosty negative fifteen degree temperatures. It was a mandatory training, which the Russians had told Clayton would test his courage, self-discipline, perseverance, and patience. They’d been right.
The first night, as heavy snow fell, Clayton, Ben, and Boris had manufactured a shelter out of fallen tree branches and husks. The fire they’d built had kept them comfortable, if not warm, through the ridiculous cold.
The second night, they’d used the parachute from the mock Soyuz to construct a large teepee. It was much warmer than the shelter. On the third day, they’d simulated an injury. Boris “broke his leg” and they’d had to immobilize it using scraps of cloth and sticks before carrying the Russian to a rescue area some distance from their camp.
Clayton had questioned the training, thinking it excessive. Even for an engineer whose mind worked everything in redundancy, spending so much time in harmfully low temperatures for the purposes of contingency was a bit much. What were the chances they’d land miles off course in the middle of the inhospitable Kazakh Steppe? Now, stuck in a frozen Neverland, dragging two bodies, he understood.
He dug deeper. The muscles in his neck, shoulders, and back strained with every lunge closer to the ridge. They kept him moving until he reached the point at which he could see beyond the ridge and the sprawling white landscape below. What he saw was at once awe-inspiring, daunting, and magical.
Ahead of him was a steep drop and then a gradual slope of ice that stretched a mile or more. To his right and left were the edges of the steep, rocky edged peaks rising on either side of the slope. Those edges framed what looked like a flattened bowl. At the ends of the peaks and lining either side of the wide, icy sheet were grayish piles of silt. He looked over his shoulder and then straight ahead, taking a moment to soak in his surroundings.
He’d landed the Soyuz in the middle of an ice field, and in front of him were the leading edges of three or four Alpine glaciers. Draining from each of the peaks, carving their way through the rock and forming U-shaped bowls, were smaller glaciers. They appeared to have separated at some point from the large central sheet of ice that ran the length of the slope in front of him. His eyes followed the central glacier to its end. Far beyond the leading edge of the ice, he could see a road. On the other side of the road was a large red chalet with an adjacent long flat-roofed building. There was no traffic on the road, and as far as he could tell, there were no vehicles parked around the buildings.
Standing on the edge of the ridge, he could see the eons of work the glacier had performed. He could also tell it was much smaller than it must have been in the past. It was shrinking. That was a good thing. It meant he had less ice to travel across.
Despite the lack of movement around the chalet, Clayton knew that was his destination. He’d climb down the embankment, which wasn’t as steep as it had first appeared, and then cross the glacier. First, though, he disconnected himself from his crewmates and pulled out his Yaesu radio. He keyed the transmit button.
“Mayday, mayday, mayday. Calling any station anywhere. Calling any station anywhere,” he said. “This is Kilo Delta Five X-ray Mike X-ray. Calling any station anywhere. Please reply. Over.”
Nothing.
Clayton scanned the horizon and a stiff wind whipped his face. He pressed the radio close to his ear. Still nothing.
“This is KD5XMX,” he said. “Is anyone out there?”
The radio crackled. “This is VA6CXX,” came a voice on the other end. “Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. I hear you, KD5XMX.”
Clayton gasped and fumbled to key a response. “VA6CXX, I copy. What is your location?”
“Hello, KD5XMX,” replied the voice, which carried the weight and rasp of a seasoned man. “I’m in Red Deer, Alberta. You?”
Alberta. Canada?
Clayton’s mind started fishing for what he remembered about HAM transmission and reception. He clutched the radio with his gloved hand. “I don’t know,” he said. “Somewhere up north. Somewhere cold.”
“Okay,” said the man. “That’s interesting. Are you okay? Were you in an accident Do you remember your name?”
Clayton smirked. He knew how it must sound, not knowing where he was. He sniffed and wiped the crusty snot frozen to the edges of his nostrils.
“I’m okay,” he said. “My name is Clayton Shepard. I-I-I don’t know my location yet.”
“Got it, Clayton Shepard,” the radio crackled. “My name is Steve Kremer. Can you describe where you are? Maybe I can help. I’m working with a directional antenna. You can’t be too far from me.”
Clayton looked at his surroundings: the hazy pinkish sky, the endless sea of white snow behind him and over both shoulders, the pair of rocky, ice-carved peaks to either side, the glacier in front. He hit the transmit button and described it in detail as best he could.
“Huh,” said Steve Kremer, “you’re right. You are pretty far north. How’d you end up in the middle of an ice field?”
Clayton looked back at Ben and Boris, their frozen faces staring up at the sky, their rigid bodies strapped to their Soyuz command seats. How much did he want to tell Steve Kremer from Alberta?
“I fell from the sky,” he said. “Crash landed here after the storm.”
“Oh, great,” said Steve. “No wonder you’re lost. If I were you, I’d make it to that chalet you mentioned and go from there.”
“Do you have power?” Clayton asked. “What’s it like where you are?”
“No regular power. I’m running off of batteries,” said Steve. “Most everything electronic is fried. I’m a bit of a planner, myself, so I stored some of my radios in EMP-proof bags. You know what an EMP is, Clayton?”
“Yes,” said Clayton. “An electromagnetic pulse.”
“Right,” said Steve. “I’ve got a couple functioning radios. I have an old truck that works. My newer Toyota is toast, though. It’s a shame. I paid a lot of money for it. Only a year old.”
A gust of wind hit Clayton in the face and he spun away from it. “Have you heard any news about how widespread the power outages are? Is there any news?”
“My televisions aren’t working,” said Steve. “But I’ve gotten a few HAMs on the radio. They’ve all said they’re SOL too. Nobody’s got power. At least it’s cold out. I can keep my beer buried in the snow outside.”
Clayton looked at the Yaesu’s battery indicator. He had a quarter of the life left. “Steve, my battery’s low. I gotta save it. I’ll call you on this frequency when I get to the chalet. That okay?”
“Of course,” said Steve. “Be careful, Clayton. Let me know if I can help.”
Clayton thanked him and turned off the radio. He stuffed it back into the pack. His head was starting to ache. He licked his dry, cracked lips. Despite the incredible cold, Clayton knew he’d been sweating. He was probably getting dehydrated and the toughest part of the trek was still ahead of him. He found water and emptied the container into his mouth. Then he took one of the snack bags and ripped a hole in it.  He didn’t want to take off his gloves, so he held the torn package with both hands, tilted back his head, and shook the salty chips into his mouth a little at a time. The salt would help him retain water and the chips would provide a quick burst of carbohydrate-fueled energy. He’d eat again when he started to feel a sugar crash coming.
He packed away the trash and readied himself for the initial descent. He’d weave his way like someone using a wheelchair ramp. He imagined it would take him a lot longer, but it would be much safer than trying to drop straight down with Ben and Boris attached to him.
He considered unleashing them and lowering them down the ridge. It was too far and he wasn’t sure if he was strong enough to manage their mass without creating some sort of pulley. By the time he constructed a simple machine, he could be halfway down the longer path.
Clayton jerked the men free of the snow. He took a difficult, thigh-burning step forward and gathered his momentum. He reminded himself that every step brought him closer to the chalet, closer to figuring out where exactly he was, and closer to Jackie and the kids.
“All right, Jackie,” he said aloud, trying to occupy his mind as he worked his way along the ridge. “You were right. You win.” He chuckled. “You correctly predicted that something would go wrong. Of course, not even you could have foreseen this.”
Jackie had told him something would happen. She’d dreamt it. She’d awoken from a nightmare, drenched in sweat and barely able to catch her breath. A scream had jarred Clayton from his sleep. He’d rolled over and put his hand on her clammy face, trying to comfort her.
“Is it the change?” he’d asked.
“Screw you,” she’d said, apparently not in the mood for his humor. “No. I dreamt about you in space.”
Clayton had been only weeks from his mission. He’d known she’d been growing increasingly concerned as the launch date drew near. He’d sat up in bed next to her, turned on the bedside lamp, and stuffed a pillow behind his back.
“Sorry,” he’d said. “Just trying to be funny. Lay it on me.” He had taken her hand and coaxed her onto his lap. She’d eased onto his body and he could see the glimmer of a tear at the corner of her eye. He’d run his fingers through her hair at her temple. The pulse in her neck had thumped against his body.
Jackie had taken a deep breath and exhaled as if she were blowing out candles on a cake. “It was so real,” she’d said softly. “Like I was on the ISS with you, but I wasn’t really there. I was floating, hovering above you. I could see and hear everything.”
He hadn’t said anything, but he’d gently thumbed the tear from her eye. His eyes had been adjusting to the light in the room, but he had seen her skin was pale. She’d been frightened. He’d taken her hand and squeezed it. She’d rubbed the back of his thumb with hers.
“You were alone,” she’d said. “There was nobody else there. In my mind, I was asking why you were by yourself, but you acted like it was fine, like you were supposed to be up there alone. I followed you from one part of the space station to the next, you were tinkering with computers and checking systems. You were going about your day. No big deal.”
Clayton had listened intently. She’d been rubbing his thumb with more intensity as she spoke. He’d been certain she wasn’t aware of it.
“Then you moved to the, what’s it called?” she’d asked. “The spot where you can look down at the Earth?”
“The cupola.”
“The cupola,” she’d said. “Yes. You were there and you looked down at Earth and something spooked you. I don’t know what it was. You were panicked. I wanted to ask you what was wrong, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t really there. I knew enough in the dream that I knew I wasn’t there. You were alone.”
Clayton had squeezed her hand and let go. He’d run his fingers along her arm, tickling her skin.
“You started moving through the station as fast as you could. You tried hitting keys on computers and nothing was working the way it should. Then you called Mission Control. You told them you had to evacuate. You said there was an emergency you could see from the…”
“Cupola.”
“From the cupola.” The rhythm of her speech was faster as she told the story. “You said you needed to get back to Earth. They told you it was impossible, that you couldn’t come home.”
She’d moved from his lap and looked up at him, her glassy eyes wide with fear. Clayton remembered it had been as though she were warning him. She’d seen the dream as a sort of premonition.
“You tried everything you could to find a way off that station and come home,” she’d said, the tears welling in her saucer eyes. “You couldn’t get home. You were stuck up there. I knew you were stuck, but I couldn’t help you. You were alone.”
Jackie’s chest had begun to heave and Clayton had wrapped his arms around her. He’d considered a thousand different things to say, a million reasons why that could never happen. He hadn’t spoken any of them. He’d held her and swayed gently for the better part of a half hour.
They’d finally gone back to sleep, spooning, her hands holding his arm tightly against her chest. When they’d awakened the next morning, there’d been an uneasiness between them. There hadn’t been any tension or anger, but something had been different. That dream, or premonition, had hung in the air between them for those final three weeks. Clayton wished they’d talked about it. He wished he’d done a lot of things differently.
Clayton neared the western edge of the ridge and made a wide turn back to the east, careful not to get caught in the cord that held his crewmates to his body. He was putting most of his weight on his lower leg, so heading back to the east was good. It eased the pressure on his left leg for the time being. It did not, however, ease the guilt that threatened to consume him as he forced himself past the exhaustion. He needed to make it to the chalet before nightfall. He took another step, pulled with his shoulders and back until he felt the tension on the cord ease, and then stepped with his other foot. He looked up and over his shoulder at the bright watercolor sun blob that was sinking in the sky.
He was running out of time until darkness fell again. He didn’t want to spend another night in the snow, not with the bone-shaking cold, and not with the wolves. Especially not with the wolves.
“C’mon, Shepard,” he said to himself, gritting his teeth with another painful step eastward. “You survived space. This is nothing.” He hoped saying it aloud would convince him it was true.
 



CHAPTER 11
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 12:23 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Justin thumbed open the warm can of beer and guzzled it. He pulled the can from his mouth and belched loudly.
“You’re disgusting,” said his girlfriend, Wanda. “That’s no example for our baby.”
Justin took another swig and burped more loudly. “And?”
“Tell me what happened. You’ve been an ass since you got back.”
Justin shook his head and slurped the can empty. He crumpled it in his hand and slapped it onto the laminate countertop. “Nothing happened,” he grumbled. “We just didn’t get what we went to go get.”
“Why not? Something must have happened.”
Justin looked past his girlfriend and into the living room. His boys were sitting around grumbling.
She slapped his chest. “I’m talking to you, Justin.”
His eyes darted back to her. “Fine,” he whined. “We rolled into a house and got some good stuff. Good things for you and the baby. Then the homeowner snuck up on us. Packing. Nearly killed us.”
Wanda’s eyes narrowed with concern. She crossed her arms on her chest and stepped up to him, looking up at him intently to gain his full attention. “You broke into a house and the homeowner was there?”
Justin nodded. He tried to avoid her glare but couldn’t.
“How could you do that?” she said. “How could you not know the man was home?”
He shrugged.
“It wasn’t a man.” Palero appeared in the doorway, his jaw bruised and swollen. He lisped when he spoke. “It was a lady.”
Wanda frowned, the disapproval and disappointment leaking from the downturned corners of her pout. She narrowed her eyes and then rolled them. Justin tensed. As much of an alpha dog as he could be, his woman was the one with the bite.
“You know you have responsibilities, right?” she asked rhetorically. “You can’t be stupid, Justin. You gotta be smart about it. Take your time. Scope it out.”
Justin laughed at her. “Yeah?” he sneered. “If you’re so smart, tell me what you’d do.”
She pushed past him and swung her hips into the family room. She stopped next to the table sporting what was left of their haul and motioned to it with her hands like a game show model. “We’ve got stuff,” she said. “We’re good for a couple of days, easy. There’s no rush yet. You need to take your time, Justin. Scout it out. Find a place where nobody’s home. That shouldn’t be tough.”
Justin eyed Palero and took a couple of steps toward her. “Okay then,” he said. “Where would you do this scouting?”
She shrugged. “Easy.”
Justin rubbed his head, the stubble grating against his calloused palms. He looked back at Palero, who shook his head with his lips pressed tight and raised his hands in surrender. He didn’t like his woman showing him up in front of the boys. He motioned at her with his chin. “Tell me, then,” he said. “Explain this easy plan you have.”
“The neighborhood I was in last night,” she said. “Those people have so much stuff they were giving it away. All we had to do was ask.”
Justin shrugged. “So?”
She walked back to him and put her hand on his cheek. “You are super fine, Justin, but you are thick in the head sometimes.”
A chorus of “oooohs” filled the living room. The boys weren’t grumbling anymore. Their collective attention was clearly focused on the lecture unfolding in front of them. The boys laughed until Justin shot them angry looks. They shut up.
“They’re rich,” she said. “They’ve got food and water and that super soft toilet paper you never buy. They’re also used to having power. They’ll start leaving in another day or two. You watch a couple of houses, see when they leave, and then take whatever you want.”
“Won’t they take everything with them?” Palero asked from the kitchen.
“No,” she said, her voice dripping condescension. “Cars don’t work. And even if they did, they can’t take everything. They have to leave some things behind—clothes, foods that spoil, stuff like that. Trust me.”
Justin popped the stiffness from his neck. He didn’t like that word: trust. It didn’t hold any meaning, not in his world. He had little choice, though, as far as Wanda was concerned. His plan hadn’t worked.
He planted his tongue in the side of his mouth and nodded. “All right,” he said. “I gotcha. We’ll try it your way.”
“Good,” she said. “Now could you please go make a bottle? I gotta feed your child.”
Justin clenched his fists and set his jaw. He took a deep breath and glanced around the room. The boys were wide-eyed. Their jaws might as well been resting on the carpeted floor. He sensed their shock and disappointment in their leader.
Justin swallowed hard. “You do it,” he snapped at the mother of his child. “I got work to do.” He marched out of the house, angrily swinging open the front door and stomping into the apartment complex parking lot.
He knew he’d pay for his insolence later, but that was a better option than suffering any more humiliation. Justin scratched the crown of his head and scuffed his feet along the cracked asphalt that surrounded an aging cluster of low-end two-story apartment buildings. He flexed his hands as he walked purposefully away from his place. He ground his teeth and mumbled about the perpetual injustice that followed him through his life.
Justin glanced to his left and saw a couple standing together outside their apartment. Their front door was open and they were leaning against the rusting wrought-iron railing that framed the second-floor balcony. The man held a cigarette between his fingers. He watched Justin and took a long drag. He held the smoke in his lungs and then exhaled through his nostrils. The woman was talking to the man, but Justin couldn’t hear what she was saying.
“Probably nagging him,” Justin mumbled to himself. “Telling him how stupid he is.”
Justin had lost to women twice since the sun had risen, and that wasn’t counting the women on the bikes the previous day. It was uncool. It was untenable. Too many times, he’d suffered emasculation in front of his crew. His steps quickened as he retraced his path to the house he’d unsuccessfully tried to burgle hours earlier. His bubbling rage fueling him, he accelerated into a jog.
He reached the house and immediately worked his way around back. The door was closed. The broken window was covered with strips of silver duct tape. Justin crouched low and inched his way along the back of the house toward the master bedroom.
Staying low, he cupped his hands around his face and pressed his nose to a screenless window. He saw the familiar bed, unmade and empty. He tried glancing underneath the bed, but couldn’t see anything from his position. His eyes shifted to the dresser opposite the bed. The drawers were still open, as he’d left them. He scanned back toward the bed and noticed the door leading into the master bathroom was nearly shut. Steam filtered from between the narrow space between the door and the jamb.
She was in the shower!
Justin quickly moved back to the kitchen entry. He balled his hand into a fist and punched through the tape, reached in through the opening, and unlocked the door, as he’d done earlier that morning.
The pillowcases full of the homeowner’s belongings were pushed against a wall. The pantry door was open. He stood there for a moment, looking at the pillowcases. His eyes moved toward the bedroom and then back to the cases. He checked over his shoulder at the open kitchen door and then eyed the cases.
He took a step when a voice in his head interrupted him. It was Wanda’s voice, scolding him for being stupid and weak. It echoed in his head.
“You are super fine, Justin, but you are thick in the head sometimes.”
He clenched his jaw and changed his direction, creeping through the living area and into the bedroom, where a wave of humidity hit his face. He stepped to his right and closer to the steam seeping through the opening in the bathroom door.
Justin reached into his back waistband and drew the weapon he’d used to pistol-whip Palero. He checked its safety. It was off. Slipping his finger onto the trigger, he took a deep breath, hoping to inhale the immoral courage his next move would take. He exhaled with a puff of breath through his pursed lips, yanked open the bathroom door, and burst into the bathroom.
The steam disoriented him at first, but the woman’s scream from inside the shower helped him find her. He swung his body, and his aim, to the right. Pulling the trigger, he fired a trio of deafening hollow-point shots into the frameless glass. The glass shattered and then exploded, the noise echoing against the travertine and marble. The woman screamed again and cried out in pain. Her bloody hand reached through the steam, shaking, seeking help from the man who would not give it to her.
Justin, his chest heaving, pulled the trigger a fourth time and silenced the woman. He couldn’t see her, but he heard the sickening crack and thud of her body as she collapsed awkwardly in the shower.
Still amped, he kept his shaking arm extended and his finger on the trigger as he moved toward the woman. Glass crunched under his feet as he approached, and her mangled form emerged from the haze. Keeping his eyes on her body, he turned off the running water.
The woman was half-seated on a tile bench that ran the length of the shower. Her neck was posed at an unnatural angle. Her eyes were fixed open, her stare vacant and distant. There was soap mixing with the blood that painted her body and the wall behind her like dark red watercolor. It drained from the holes in her chest and stomach. Thick shards of glass porcupineing her torso and limbs. Justin swallowed hard and stared into the woman’s eyes. Despite her lifeless gaze, he saw fear. He saw judgment. He looked away from his victim and toward the marble vanity behind him. Perched on its edge, next to a sink, was the woman’s gun. He rose to his feet and backed away from the shower.
He shook his weapon at the woman. “This is your fault,” he told her, his voice warbling through the thickening knot in his throat. “You did this to yourself.”
Justin slid the gun from the vanity and wound his way back to the kitchen. His mind was swimming and his vision blurred. He reached the pantry as a wave of nausea overcame him. His stomach heaved and he retched. The pulsing in his stomach throbbed until there was nothing left but spittle dripping from his mouth.
Justin wiped his mouth with the back of his arm. He stuffed the woman’s gun into one of the pillowcases, tucked his weapon into his waistband, tossed the sacks over his shoulders, and carried them out of the house.
His body trembled with aftershocks as he walked to the edge of the woman’s backyard. He smacked his lips at the thickly foul, acidic taste in his mouth and he tossed the bags, one at a time, over the fence onto a grassy easement. He clambered over the cedar posts and dropped to the ground, breathless. He walked mindlessly back toward the road, the adrenaline leaving his body. He didn’t recall how he’d gotten back to his apartment when he shouldered open the door.
His eyes adjusting to the dark, he lumbered into the family room. The boys were still on the sofa. Their eyes followed the stuffed pillowcases when Justin tossed them onto the floor at their feet. Wanda appeared from the dark hallway, the baby in her arms. She stopped at the entrance to the family room and unconsciously swung her hips back and forth to comfort the child.
“Where have you been?” she snapped. “You just left and—wait, is that blood?”
Justin checked his hands first, then his arms. He tugged at the bottom of his shirt. There was a brownish-red Rorschach splatter on his chest and stomach. It was on his pants too. He let go of the shirt and looked up at his girl. There was a deep crease between her furrowed brows. Her eyes danced between his and the stains on his clothing. She stopped swaying and more tightly cupped the back of their child’s head with her hand.
He swallowed, sensing the eyes on him. Palero stepped from the kitchen, a beer in his hand. He motioned at Justin with the can. “What did you do?” Palero asked, sounding as if his mouth were stuffed with cotton.
“I went and got our stuff,” said Justin.
Palero glanced down at the floor, noticing the twin pillowcases. “You went back to that lady’s house?”
Justin tensed and pulled back his shoulders. He lifted his chin. “Yeah, I did.”
Wanda stepped into the family room. Even in the dim light of the apartment, Justin could see the gloss in her eyes. Her chin trembled. “Did you…?” she asked, her voice cracking.
Justin took a step back, rubbing his palms against his head. “I killed her,” he said and cleared his throat. He pointed at the pillowcases on the floor. “She didn’t need all of this. She should have let us take it. If she had, she’d be fine.”
Palero shook his head. “I didn’t know we were about straight-up murder, J. I mean, thugging is one thing. Killing people… I don’t know, man.”
The others grumbled in agreement. Wanda shook her head, her face drawn with disappointment.
Justin’s stomach lurched. His neck felt hot. The judgment was suffocating. He flexed his hands, balling one of them into a fist. He reached into his back waistband and pulled out the handgun. He aimed it at the boys on the couch, panning from one to the other.
“Don’t judge me,” he spat and beat his chest with the fist. “I did what I had to do. You understand? I did what I had to do. And I’d do it again.”
His eyes and aim moved to Palero, who raised his hands above his head. Then he shifted back to the sofa. He caught a glimpse of Wanda. Tears were streaming down her face.
He lowered the gun but kept it in his hand. “Until the lights come back on,” he said, “this world is gonna be different. It’s gonna make us do things we wouldn’t normally do. We either take what’s ours or die. And I know what I aim to do, no doubt about that. You’re either with me or you can get out.”
His eyes landed on Wanda. He took a step toward her. “You were okay with us thieving. You had no problem with that. It ain’t a big leap to what comes next. You know that.”
She sniffed and blinked the tears from her eyes. She nodded and lowered her lips onto their child’s head.
“I got you some nice things,” he said. “That woman ain’t gonna need them no more, so I suggest you check them out. There’s also that soft toilet paper you like.”
Justin’s stomach was settling. The sweat was evaporating, cooling his neck and forehead. He walked to the kitchen and slapped the gun onto the counter. He stood next to Palero, who took another swig of warm beer. He watched the boys go through the bags, holding up the contents like freshly unwrapped Christmas gifts.
He’d always heard the first one was the toughest. It was the one that weighed on one’s soul. The next would be easier. Justin could feel it. The next one wouldn’t make him puke. The next one wouldn’t haunt him with nightmares. And he knew the longer the lights stayed out, the more likely it was there would be a next one.
 



CHAPTER 12
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 2:08 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie sat on the edge of Chris’s bed and wrapped her hand around his foot. He’d been in his room since the team from NASA had left. He’d stalked upstairs, shut the door, and hadn’t come out.
“Your dad is going to be okay,” she said. “He’s tough.”
Chris had his knees pulled up to his chest, his arms wrapped around his legs, and his face was tucked under a dark blue Rice University hoodie, the drawstring pulled tight.
She ran her thumb across the top of his bare foot. “I know you’re afraid,” she said. “I know you’re worried about him. I was worried about you when you weren’t home. You made it back. He’ll make it back too.”
Chris lifted his head and spoke through the drawstring hole in his hoodie. “It’s not that,” he said. “You don’t get it.”
Jackie pulled one leg onto the soft down comforter. She looked past her son at the large framed NASA poster on the wall above the bed. At the center of the poster was a large schematic of the ISS. Behind it was the orange outline of the sun. At the bottom was the traditional agency meatball logo.
She sighed. “I think I do get it,” she told her son. “But why don’t you try me? Talk to me.”
Chris took the crinkled edges of the drawstring hole and pulled it open. His eyes were red and puffy, the tip of his nose glistened, and his hair was mussed such that it reminded Jackie of her boy at a much younger age.
“I’m not worried,” he said. “I mean, I am worried, but it’s more than that. I’m angry.”
Jackie bit the inside of her cheek. She nodded.
He shook his head. “I shouldn’t be. It’s not his fault this happened. He didn’t cut off the power. But he’s not here. I don’t know if he’ll ever be here.”
Jackie inched toward her son and brought him close to her. She embraced him. He tensed at first, then relaxed and threw his arms around his mother’s neck. His body shuddered, his hot breath ragged against her neck.
“It’s okay to feel the way you do,” she whispered, doing everything she could to suppress her own urge to cry. “It’s normal.”
Chris pulled away. “Normal?” he asked, his face twisted with confusion. “I don’t get how any of this is normal.”
Jackie offered an understanding smile. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that it’s normal to be upset with your dad for him not being here.”
Chris wiped his nose with his sweatshirt. “It’s just that when we were camping, Kenny had his dad with him. Then when we were on our way back and we ran into trouble, his dad was there. Mine wasn’t.”
Jackie tilted her head and scooted back on the bed. “Trouble?” she asked. “What trouble?”
Chris looked down, as if he wished he hadn’t mentioned it. “Nothing. It was no big deal.”
“Chris,” she said, “let’s finish talking about your dad. Then I need to know what trouble you ran into. It’s important. I need to know what it’s like out there.”
He wiped his eyes with his hands and shook his head. “I’m fine,” he said. “And nothing happened.”
“That’s not what I heard,” Marie said from the doorway to her brother’s room.
Jackie snapped her attention to her daughter. “How long have you been standing there?”
Marie shrugged. “Not long.”
Chris’s face reddened. “You were eavesdropping. You should have knocked.”
“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” said Marie. “I was looking for you. Rick wants to have a big meeting.”
“He can wait,” said Jackie. She waved her daughter into the room and patted the bed in the space next to her. “What did you hear?”
Marie eyed Chris as she answered her mom. “I heard they got attacked, like, three or four times. Somebody even tried to steal the car.”
Jackie looked at her son, her gaze narrowing. “Is this true?”
Chris pulled his knees back to his chest and nodded. “Yeah, kinda.”
Jackie sighed. “Tell me what happened,” she said. “All of it.”
Chris rolled his eyes but obeyed his mother. He detailed the confrontation with the doomsday cult, the truckers, the fake DPS troopers, and the workers at the truck stop. With each successive example, Jackie’s jaw widened. It nearly hit the floor when Chris explained how Nikki had been the savior in most of the tight spots.
“You know Deep Six Nikki, right?” he asked. “She’s her. She’s that Nikki, the MMA fighter.”
Jackie’s mind was swimming. She’d had no idea how much danger her son had faced on his way home. “I don’t know who that is,” she said blankly. “But I owe her a thank you.”
“Rick is probably waiting on you, Mom,” said Marie. “He’s got some big plan. It involves everyone.”
“Is that how you know what happened?” Jackie asked. “Did Rick tell you?”
Marie shook her head. “No, I overheard him talking with Kenny’s mom, trying to explain why they had to stick together. He’s going to try to convince you to go to that compound near Austin.”
Jackie folded her arms across her chest and paced. “That’s not happening. I couldn’t have made it more clear. And now, hearing what Chris told us, I’m certainly not exposing us to that.”
Rick appeared in the doorway and knocked on the jamb. “It’s only going to get worse,” he said. “It’s not getting better.”
Jackie stepped to the door and blocked Rick from entering the room. “Rick, this is none of your business.”
“Sorry, I thought—”
“You thought it was okay to come up here and interrupt our conversation?” Jackie dropped her hands to her hips. “You thought it was appropriate to have a discussion about the horrors you faced out there in front of my daughter before you’d shared them with me? You thought you could call a meeting in my house and demand we caravan to a supposed oasis in the middle of nowhere? You thought what exactly, Rick?”
Rick took a step back and waved his hands in front of his face. “Whoa, hold up. I’m only trying to think about what’s best for everyone here. You heard those NASA people. They’re saying the lights aren’t coming back on.”
“Back up,” Jackie said, forcing Rick into the hallway. She turned to her children. “I’ll be right back.”
She led Rick along the hallway toward a media room, opened the door, and motioned for him to enter. She closed the door behind them and took a long breath.
“Look, Rick,” she said, her finger in his face, “I appreciate what you did to get my son home. I really do, and I can’t overstate that.”
He stepped back from her finger. “You’re welcome.”
“But,” she emphasized, “that doesn’t give you carte blanche in this house. It doesn’t give you the right to scare the hell out of my kids. It doesn’t give you the right to make decisions for my family.”
“Sheesh,” he said. “You’ve been taking communication lessons from my ex? I mean—”
“Wrong thing to say right now, Rick,” Jackie said. “Karen has nothing to do with this. And frankly, I can’t blame her for the way she talks to you.”
Rick hung his head. “I’m worried about you. Clayton isn’t here to help you and I saw what it’s like out there. It’s only been a few days and already people are going crazy. They’re already desperate. Can you imagine what it’s going to be like forty-eight hours from now, let alone in a week or a month?”
Jackie searched Rick’s eyes. He was genuinely concerned. She could see it. There was fear there, as if he’d seen things he didn’t want to see again. She couldn’t disagree with anything he’d said. She’d seen that burgeoning desperation in the boys who’d tried to steal her bike and in the train of people treading through her neighborhood.
“You’re right,” she said. “It’s only getting worse, right? All the more reason I’m not leaving my home until Clayton gets back.”
Rick frowned, and sadness replaced the fear in his eyes. “Jackie, I know you don’t want to hear this, but—”
She held up her palm in Rick’s face. “You’re right, I don’t want to hear it. My husband is coming back, and when he does, I’m going to be here waiting for him. Then, and only then, will we leave. We’ll go to the space center. We’ll be fine.”
Rick curled his lips inside his mouth and nodded. “Okay. You should know we’re leaving tonight. I hope to drive through the night. And the Bucks are coming with us.”
“They are?”
“Reggie convinced Lana it was best. She’s reluctantly agreed. They’re packing now.”
“You do what you have to do,” Jackie said, and moved past him to the door. She pulled it open and stepped out into the hall to walk back to Chris’s room. She balled her fists and set her jaw and dug her fingernails into the soft skin of her palms. A burning frustration that pushed her toward wanting to scream built from her gut.
Chris wasn’t the only one angry with the astronaut. He wasn’t the only one who felt abandoned at the worst possible time.
She flexed her hands and forced herself to smile as she appeared in Chris’s open doorway. Both children were sitting on the bed. She joined them and put one hand on each child’s leg.
“Okay,” she said, exhaling as she spoke. “Everybody but us and the Browns are leaving tonight. We need to come up with a plan until your dad gets home.”
Marie’s eyebrows arched, and her nose wrinkled as if she’d smelled something rotten. “The Browns? Nobody else?”
Jackie eased into another forced smile. Her muscle memory was getting good. “Just us. It means more food, more water, more everything. We can last here for a couple of weeks waiting for your dad.”
Chris rubbed his nose and sniffed. “If he comes home?”
“When,” Jackie corrected her son. “When he comes home.” She hoped if she said it aloud, she’d convince herself of it.
 



CHAPTER 13
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 2:57 PM MST
BOULDER, COLORADO
The bus was full by the time Vihaan Chandra climbed aboard. The driver didn’t look at him as he navigated the narrow steps into the aisle. Nobody looked at him. If their eyes met his, they looked right through him. It seemed to Chandra it was a busload of zombies, humans not quite there, yet passively hungry to survive. He didn’t recognize many of the drawn, angst-ridden faces he passed on his way toward an empty seat, and he could attach a name to those that were familiar.
“Vihaan,” called a familiar voice from an aisle seat three-quarters of the way back. It was Treadgold. “I saved you a seat.”
Chandra waved an acknowledgment and struggled past the knees and duffel bags that crowded the vinyl-treaded aisle. He squeezed past Treadgold into the window seat.
“Your stuff in the luggage bay underneath?” Treadgold asked.
Chandra nodded. “Even my cooler,” he said. “I figured it was easier.”
Treadgold moved over to give Chandra more hip room. He waved a finger across the masses filling the bus. “These people,” he said in a hushed tone, “all have unique scientific skills. That’s why they’re here. That’s why you’re here.”
“There aren’t any children,” Chandra noted.
“They’re on one of the other buses, but they’re headed to the same place.”
Chandra faced his boss. “Where exactly is that?”
Treadgold smirked. “You’ll find out soon enough. Can’t talk about it.”
Chandra glanced out the window. There were four other buses filling up like arks before the flood. Without exception, the occupants looked dazed and detached as they heaved their worldly possessions into the belly of their buses and shuffled aboard.
He focused on a single woman struggling with a bag too heavy for her to lift. A younger man scurried to her side and helped her lug it into the hull.
“Are these the only buses?” he asked, his eyes still on the woman.
Treadgold chuckled under his breath. “Hardly. Scenes like this are repeating themselves across the country. Where we are going, however, is a primary location.”
Chandra sank back in his velour seat, trying to find the right amount of space for his feet under the seat in front of him. He shifted again, pushing his hips flat against the seat back.
“You’re fidgety,” said Treadgold. “What’s going on?”
Chandra found a comfortable groove on the outer edge of his seat. He crossed his arms at his chest and his feet at his ankles. “That’s an odd question,” he said softly. “Look around you, Chip. Everyone here is in slow motion, like they’re floating through the ether, fully understanding what they’re leaving behind while being clueless about what lies ahead. You, on the other hand, seem okay with it. It’s as if you’re unaffected.”
Treadgold rubbed his chin. “I wouldn’t say that. I left my life behind too. A nice house, a dog, a generous military pension, an ex-wife. Actually, I don’t mind leaving the ex behind. She’s perfectly fit for the apocalypse.”
Chandra narrowed his eyes in judgment. “There are so many things about what you said that validate my theory that you’re unfazed.”
“How so?”
Chandra tilted his head as if he were looking at a stranger. He’d worked with Chip Treadgold for more than four years, joining the space weather team directly from NASA. He’d never known that Treadgold was former military. He’d never known he was married and divorced. He didn’t even know the man had a dog.
“What did you do in the military?”
“A little bit of this and little bit of that.”
“And your wife?”
“Ex-wife.”
“Your ex-wife. Where is she?”
“She’s the coat-check girl in Hell.”
“Seriously.”
“She lives in Pueblo and runs a recreational pot retailer.”
“Seriously?”
“Yes.”
The bus door folded shut with a hiss and a woman in camouflage fatigues stood at the front of the cabin. She held a pole with one hand and an intercom microphone with the other. She held the mic to her mouth and blew into it. The bus lurched and the driver accelerated forward, following a bus in front of it in the parking lot.
“Hello,” she said, her voice over-modulated, “my name is Van Cleaf. I’ll be your liaison once we arrive at our location. You’ll need to check with me when you disembark the bus and again once we enter the facility. I’ll be in charge of assigning you living quarters and will do my best to answer any questions you might have.”
A hand shot up from a man sitting two rows in front of Chandra. He half stood in his seat to get Van Cleaf’s attention.
Van Cleaf pointed at the man. “Yes, sir?”
“Where are we going?”
“An ‘undisclosed location’ is all I am authorized to say.”
Another hand from the other side of the bus. “What about our children?”
“They’re headed to the same location.”
A third hand. “Why are we going wherever it is you’re taking us? All I was told was that it was a matter of national security.”
Van Cleaf lowered the mic and hesitated. “That’s true.”
“Yeah,” said another. “But what is it? Why did we upend our lives?”
Van Cleaf took a deep breath and tightened her grip on the safety pole as the bus slowed and swung around a corner. She cleared her throat. “You were given a unique opportunity,” she said, “having been selected as one of the few who will ensure the continuity of American society and ideals from a secure and safe location.”
“An undisclosed location,” someone quipped, drawing grumbles from others on the bus.
“Are we under attack?” asked a woman in the row behind Chandra. “Is that what happened? The Russians or the Chinese hit our grid and they’re coming for more?”
Chandra glanced at Treadgold. The boss frowned and raised a finger to his lips.
“We are not under attack,” said Van Cleaf. “I cannot say more than that. Any other questions?”
There was more grumbling, but nobody else posited a question. Van Cleaf hung up the microphone, turned off the intercom, and sat down.
“So,” whispered Chandra, “how is it that people who work in our building don’t know this was a coronal mass ejection?”
“Not everybody on this bus works in our building,” Treadgold said. “I told you everyone was selected for a specific purpose.”
Chandra shook his head and looked back out the window. “None of this makes sense. Secret protocols, undisclosed locations, buses that somehow survived the CME. All of it seems like it’s straight out of one of those ridiculous dystopian novels everybody raves about.”
Treadgold put his hand on Chandra’s slim bicep and squeezed. “It will make sense once we get to where we’re going, Vihaan. I promise you. The whole point of this is to minimize the panic.”
Chandra laughed incredulously. “Yeah,” he said, waving his hand at the others on the bus, “there’s no panic here.”
“The buses were in a garage set up like a giant Faraday cage.”
“What?”
“You mentioned the buses when you were listing the ridiculousness of this. They were stationed in an EMP-proof garage along with other things.”
“What things?”
Treadgold shrugged.
Chandra shook his head, sank lower in his seat, and rested his forehead against the window. He looked out at the open grassy plain as they rolled away from the Denver Boulder Turnpike. It was littered with abandoned trucks and cars in the northwest-bound lanes opposite him.
Chandra took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He took inventory of what he knew and what he didn’t. The second list was longer than the first. The two things of which he could be certain, however, were that Treadgold wasn’t the man he claimed to be and that initiating the Descent Protocol wasn’t a split-second decision. It was something for which the United States government had been planning for a long time, long before the sun hiccupped and sent a blast of civilization-pounding radiation hurtling toward Earth. Those truths alone explained the secrecy of what was happening.
 



CHAPTER 14
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 14 HOURS, 21 MINUTES, 30 SECONDS
10,000 FEET ABOVE SEA LEVEL
Clayton unhooked himself from his crewmates and left them in the snow on the edge of the highway. His back and hips ached, and his skin was raw at his waist. He adjusted his gloves on his fingers and instinctively looked both ways to cross the icy road. His feet felt light not having deep snow impede every step. It was like microgravity. He stepped off the opposite side of the highway with reluctance. More snow slowed his advance up a steep embankment to the front of the green-roofed chalet and a large sign he couldn’t read until he’d gotten close to it.
“Columbia Icefield Discovery Centre,” he read aloud, his numb lips rounding out the consonants. “Jasper National Park of Canada.”
Clayton stood there dumfounded in his blue Russian winter survival suit. He rubbed his eyes with the backs of his gloves and read the sign again.
“Canada?” he asked. “I’m in freaking Canada?”
There was at once relief and frustration. It was a good thing, he reasoned, that he’d landed on the North American continent. It was a better alternative to the Kazakh Steppe. It was also a long way from Houston, Texas. As far as he knew, the western hemisphere had taken the brunt of the CME. The chances of finding reasonable, working transportation home were likely nonexistent.
The chalet wasn’t a chalet after all. It was a visitors’ center for tourists. Clayton looked over his shoulder at the glacier he’d traversed. It sloped upward toward the ice field, the jagged gray peaks framing it on either side. He traced the path he’d taken, zigzagging the initial descent until he found a straight path toward the building. His eyes found his friends frozen on their backs on the opposite side of the highway.
He wondered what to do with the bodies. He couldn’t leave them where they were; the wolves would find them. He couldn’t bring them inside; they’d thaw and decomposition would accelerate. He swiveled back to the visitors’ center and climbed the hill toward the building. As he ascended the incline, he noticed a meandering set of wooden steps to his left. He shifted his weight, trying not to place so much pressure on his injured leg, and maneuvered toward the steps. He was even with the second wide landing and managed to navigate his way onto it and up another icy flight of steps. Using the bannister, he pulled himself to the center’s main entrance. He pulled on the door with his gloved hand and then pushed it. The door rattled but wouldn’t open. It was locked.
Clayton wiped away a thin layer of frost on the glass, breathed on the glass to melt the residual, and stuck his face as close as he could, cupping his hands at his temples. He peered inside and squinted to see through the dim pinkish-gray light that filtered into the large space through the opaque glass panels that lined the front of the building and overlooked the glacier.
It was empty, as he expected, but inviting. The floor was carpeted. Carpet. He hadn’t felt carpet between his toes in months. It and green vegetation were absent in space.
Clayton closed his eyes and mentally rifled through the storage bags he’d brought with him on the makeshift sled. He needed to get the doors open, get his body out of the cold, and find a good place to hide his friends.
His mind’s-eye inventory tallied all the items that might delicately open the door. Then he catalogued the things that relied on more blunt force. He had some ideas.
Clayton shook the door again. It rattled and the sound of the clanging metal echoed off the rising peaks around him. When the echo died, he listened to the silence.
No jet engines above, no cars whooshing along the freeway below. No birds chirping. Even the wind had air was cold and crisp and silent. It was nearly deafening. Even in space, there was noise. In the ISS there was the constant hum and buzz of machinery and computer systems. On his spacewalk, his own breathing and the thump of his heart cut through the otherwise soundless void.
Clayton sucked in another deep breath of cold air just to hear the sound of it and stepped away from the building. He stepped one foot at a time down the wooden steps and back toward his friends and his supplies. He’d have to get both to the edge of the building.
He stepped off the bottom step and into ankle-high snow. It crunched under his heavy steps. A thin layer of ice crusted the top of the snow like a sugary glaze and it cracked under the pressure of his boot.
He reached the bodies and reattached himself to the harness. The familiar rub of the cord irritated the raw bruise at his waist and hips. Clayton winced and bit his numb lower lip. Warm snot drained from his nose. Even sniffing couldn’t stop it.
“All right,” he said, “what Canadian jokes can I think of, eh? There have got to be some I remember.” He tugged, aggravating the pain that ran from his neck to his lower back. He grunted and took another step.
“Okay,” he said. “Here’s a good one. How do you get a Canadian to apologize?”
Another step forward. His thighs burned.
“Step on his foot,” he said and laughed. “That’s a good one.”
Clayton adjusted the cord and pushed forward. His shoulders resisted but acquiesced as he leaned into another step through the snow.
“How do you get fifty Canadians out of a swimming pool?” he asked himself through his teeth. “You tell them to get out.” He chuckled.
“Yeah,” he said. “That one wasn’t funny. The whole ‘Canadians are way too polite’ is only humorous to a point. And if they were that damn courteous, they’d have left open the door to the visitors’ center.”
Clayton looked up ahead at the distance he still had to cover. He ran his teeth across his lower lip and felt the dry cracks running its length with his tongue. He tasted blood. He was getting dehydrated.
He stopped and let the cords fall slack onto the icy snow. He reached He knelt and removed one of his gloves, dug into his jacket and pulled out a small bladder he’d filled with melted snow. His body warmth had kept it from refreezing. He squeezed it and drew water into his mouth.
He flexed his hand against the building stiffness in his knuckles and fisted another icy handful to stuff into his mouth. His fingers were red and cold. His knees creaked as he pushed himself back to his feet and pulled on his glove. He was about thirty feet or so from the bottom of the wide wooden steps. He noticed a gap on the side of the vertical planking that decorated the side of the staircase, beneath the steps themselves, and ran the length of the staircase’s rise to the center’s entrance. Two of the planks, which resembled fence boards, were split. It left an opening to a relatively protected space underneath the stairwell.
Clayton looked at the gap and tried to gauge its width. Could he fit the bodies through the space? He twisted his body to look at them. It was worth a try.
He edged next to the first of the two bodies, opened one of the packs, and pulled out the one tool he knew would help him with both hiding the bodies and getting inside the building. His gloved hand gripped the barrel of the TP-82, the Russian pistol whose buttstock was attached to an axe. He held it in one hand while disconnecting Boris’s body from Ben’s and painfully dragged Voin in his chair to the side of the stairs, a couple of feet from the slim opening. Up close, it was likely too narrow a squeeze for either corpse.
Clayton was winded, his breathing shallow and ragged. He removed the pistol’s barrel from the buttstock and stepped to the gap in the boards. A couple of quick chops and he could cleanly separate the boards giving him more than enough room to maneuver the bodies into the protected space under the steps.
He pressed on one of the boards with the hand holding the barrel, steadying himself to swing downward onto the board next to it and widen the opening. As he raised the axe, the board on which he was leaning gave way and Clayton tumbled forward, landing hard on his chest. His chin slammed into the board and his jaw chomped shut with such force he thought he’d broken it.
He rolled onto his side and lay there for a moment, trying to blink the fuzzy blur from his vision. He worked his mouth open and closed, gulping a shallow breath of cold air.
“So much for being an engineer. That was an epic mechanical failure.”
Only when he sat up did he realize he’d lost the TP-82. It had flown from his hand when he fell. He twisted to one side and then the other and found the weapon, the buttstock handle sticking out of the icy dirt at a forty-five-degree angle. He crawled over to it, yanked it from the ice, and reattached the barrel.
There was virtually no snow underneath the steps. The ground was blackish brown dirt buried under ice. It was a large space, plenty big for two bodies, and it was enclosed except for the opening Clayton inadvertently created. He looked back at the mess he’d made. There was the one board on the ice, now split in two. The board next to it was broken in half. The bottom half lay on the ice. The top half was still attached to the horizontal beam that ran perpendicular to the fence-like wooden wall.
Clayton crawled back through the opening, his jaw throbbing such that the searing pain in his leg wasn’t noticeable. He grabbed the cord attached to Boris Voin’s seat and dragged it, still on his knees, through the ragged opening and under the wooden steps. Letting go of the cord, he pressed his gloved hands onto his thighs.
His sore jaw was chattering. His chest felt heavy. Everything felt heavy. His muscles ached. Every breath was becoming more and more difficult to execute. If he didn’t know better, Clayton would have thought he was dying.
“I’m not dying in Canada,” he muttered to himself. “No way I’m surviving a CME, a ballistic descent, a pack of wolves, and a hike down a glacier only to die in the land of Nickelback. Not gonna happen.”
Grunting, he crawled back through the opening into the snow. He took as deep a breath as his lungs would allow and exhaled, the thick humid puff of air clouding the air in front of his face. He adjusted the cap on his head and marched back to Ben Greenwood. He repeated the same task as he had with Boris and again was on his knees under the relative shelter of the steps.
“All right,” he said to his crewmates, “this will have to do for now. I’ll come back for you. I promise.”
Clayton looked at the bodies, gray and grotesquely hardened into their seats, and without warning his chest heaved. A wave of emotion overcame him and a cry he didn’t recognize as his own leaked from his mouth, and tears pooled in his eyes. He pressed his hands flat against the icy ground and sobbed. For the first time in months’ tears didn’t float, they didn’t form a sphere and stick to his eyes. They fell. They streamed down his cheeks, the salt keeping them from freezing.
“I’m sorry,” he whimpered, trying to regain his composure. “I am so sorry.”
His apology, however, wasn’t to the dead men next to him. It was to Jackie and Marie and Chris. He saw himself in those dead astronauts.
The emotion subsided as quickly as it had overtaken him, and Clayton got back to work. He removed his packs from the chairs and used the broken boards to seal up as much of the gap as possible.
With the packs over his shoulders, Clayton climbed the steps once more to the locked door. His original plan was to use the axe to gain entry, but that hadn’t worked so well on the fence. Given that he was a mechanical engineer, Clayton figured he could find a less violent way to break in to the visitors’ center.
How tough could it be? It was basic mechanics.
He eyeballed the lock up close. It looked like the keyed deadbolt on his garage door back home. A pin tumbler. It was a simple lock mechanism with pins of varying lengths.
He’d never picked a lock, but figured it couldn’t be that difficult if he understood the mechanics of it. He rubbed his hand on his chin and winced from the pain. He worked his jaw open and closed. It wasn’t broken, but it was badly bruised.
“All right,” he said. “If I had a key, I’d slide it into the lock. It would alter the depth of the pins and they’d line up along a gap inside the lock. That lets the key turn. So, I just need to manipulate the pins into thinking I’ve used a key.”
From one of his packs he pulled a pair of multi-tools. He took off his gloves and found the tool that most closely resembled a tension wrench. He opened the thinnest tool, which was essentially a miniature awl.
Clayton inserted the tension wrench into the bottom of the key hole and applied slight pressure, turning the wrench as he would a key. It wasn’t easy with his fingers mostly numb. He was able to maintain the pressure, which applied tension to the plug inside the lock. He took the second tool and slid the awl into the top of the keyhole. He moved the awl back and forth, raking it against the inside of the lock and lifting it slightly as he pulled back.
Five minutes later, the lock was picked and Clayton was inside the building, using his backside to close the door behind him. He sank to the floor, his back to the door, and exhaled. He’d gotten himself out of the elements; he’d secured his friends’ bodies for the time being. Now it was time to formulate a plan. Step one was getting back on the radio. His newfound Canadian friend Steve had said he was in Alberta. Maybe Steve could help.
 



CHAPTER 15
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 4:22 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Justin’s girlfriend was peering through the misshapen aluminum blinds drawn across the window above the kitchen sink. She was holding the baby with one arm, her hips swaying.
“Justin,” she called over her shoulder without taking her eyes from the window, “come here. This is weird.”
He was in the bedroom at the opposite end of the apartment. He didn’t respond.
“Justin!”
Palero slinked into the kitchen. “What is it?”
She glanced at Palero and shook her head. “Could you go get him, please?”
Palero eased next to her and tried looking out the window. She shouldered him away and motioned her head toward the bedroom.
“He ain’t gonna want me to wake him,” Palero protested, but backed away. “I’m just saying…”
Five minutes later, a bleary-eyed Justin shuffled into the kitchen. He was shirtless, revealing a myriad of tattoos. The monochromatic ink was a mix of symbols and quotations. At the center of it was his girlfriend’s name in gothic print.
He rubbed the top of his head and yawned. “What do you want? I finally fell asleep and I got work to do tonight.”
She shifted the baby from one hip to the other. “I figured you’d want to see what’s going on outside.”
Justin slid past her, his hand trailing across the baby’s back as he moved. He stepped to the window and yanked up the blinds. They clanked and swung back and forth once he let go of the cord. He looked out the window and twisted his knuckles into his eyes, thinking that might erase what he was seeing. It didn’t.
“What the—?” he asked. “How long has this been going on?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I saw it right before Palero woke you up.”
There was a parade of military vehicles moving along the main street that ran in front of Justin’s apartment complex. They rolled one after the other, escorted by armed soldiers on foot.
Palero joined Justin at the window. “What do you think it means?”
“It means things are gonna get a lot worse,” Justin replied. “It means we do have to take care of our own. No doubt.”
“Where are they coming from?” asked Palero.
Justin shook his head. “I dunno. Doesn’t matter. They’re here and they look serious.”
“Go find out what they’re doing,” Wanda said. “Run out there and ask them.”
Justin looked over his shoulder at his woman. Again, with the orders. He elbowed Palero. “Go ask.”
Palero squinted. “Seriously?”
Justin stood motionless, his facial expression unchanged. Palero apparently got the hint. He huffed and marched out the front door like a pouting toddler, yanked up his jeans, and jogged to the open gate at the front of the complex. He waved at one of the men on foot and then started walking alongside him, stepping out of view. An armored personnel carrier rumbled past, a flower vase on the sill between the sink and the window rattling from the low vibration of the vehicle. Justin cracked his neck to one side and then the other. The soldiers were carrying serious weaponry. The rifles looked like the kinds he’d seen in action movies or on CNN.
He needed more sleep. His body was sore and he knew from experience that his neck and shoulders carried his tension.
Palero reappeared with his hands in his belt loops. He pulled up his pants and jogged back to the apartment. He was panting when he shut the door behind him and rejoined Justin in the kitchen.
“You’re out of breath?” asked Justin. “From that?”
Palero wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his index finger. “I ran, dude. I had to catch up with someone who could talk. Everybody kept saying to ask someone else.”
“So?”
“So I ran until somebody would talk to me.”
“What did they say?”
“They have orders to secure the primary arteries surrounding NASA.”
“Arteries?”
“The main streets,” Wanda explained. “They’re controlling the main streets. What else did they tell you?”
Palero shrugged. “That’s it, except they told me to stay off the streets at night, that it’s too dangerous.”
“It doesn’t make sense, really,” Wanda said. “The power’s been out a couple days and the army is moving in and shutting down streets?”
“That’s what I’m saying,” Justin stressed. “This is getting worse. The government’s not telling us something. They’re keeping secrets. That’s why we gotta handle our business.”
Wanda rocked, keeping the child on her hip quiet against her shoulder. She glanced at Palero and then at Justin. She nodded. “You’re right.”
Justin cupped her face in his hands. He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs and looked her in the eyes. “I’m gonna provide. If I gotta kill, I gotta kill. You understand?”
She nodded.
He kissed her on the forehead. “I’m checking this out,” he said and led Palero through the front door. “I wanna see this up close.”
He marched deliberately through the parking lot and beyond the open wrought-iron gate. The gate was useless. It hadn’t worked in months. It was the illusion of security. The gate couldn’t do anything to protect him. Neither could the soldiers. Whatever had happened was so big and so bad, it had the government spooked. It had the army marching down his street, looking to protect NASA. Justin doubted that was really what they were doing anyhow. It was probably a cover. He wasn’t book smart, but he typically had common sense, even if he hadn’t demonstrated it at that dead woman’s house earlier in the day. He knew a ruse when he saw it.
He folded his arms across his chest and watched the caravan roll past. The weight of the machinery vibrated in his bones as it moved past him. It was impressive. “You know what this reminds me of?” he asked Palero, who was standing beside him. “Those shots you see of the Chinese or Koreans or whatever, and how they march. They’ve got their tanks and their flags and they get all serious. They march and they salute their president or whatever. That’s what this looks like.”
“Yeah,” said Palero. “I get it. Kinda looks like that.”
Justin pointed at a soldier as he passed. “I’d like to get one of those guns. Those could do some serious damage.”
“I bet,” said Palero. “They look like it.”
“I gotta wonder though,” said Justin. “How are there Jeeps and trucks and tanks all moving? How come they ain’t stalled like all of the other cars?”
“I don’t see any tanks.”
“You know what I mean,” said Justin. “How come their trucks ain’t dead?”
Palero shrugged. “It’s the army, J. I bet they got some special hi-tech military engines or something.”
Justin rubbed his head with his hand, considering Palero’s theory. There was a part of him that was terrified at the idea of a new world, one without power or structure. There was another part of him, the part that guided his misdeeds that relished the thought of relative anarchy.
The government was protecting itself. It was turning inward instead of reaching out to help its people. It was a clear sign that the power outage wasn’t temporary.
“All right,” he said to Palero. “Let’s head back. I’ve seen enough.”
 



CHAPTER 16
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 4:54 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Rick stood at the end of Jackie’s driveway, sniffing the stale smoke in the air. It was pungent and stung his nostrils, but he couldn’t stop inhaling the aroma. There was an odd odor mixed in the ashy scent. It was sour. Rick recognized it as decay.
He folded his arms across his chest and stared at the char across the cul-de-sac. Only the driveways told him how many houses had once stood opposite Jackie’s. There was a trio of airplane seats dangling from a large oak tree in one of the yards. The tree was torched at its trunk and the leaves that hadn’t succumbed to the faint chill of a southeast Texas winter were dying.
“You busy?”
Nikki was walking toward him. Her wet hair was pulled back against her head in a ponytail, her face clean of makeup. Her eyes were bright, despite the dark circles framing them.
He shook his head. “Not for you,” he said. He couldn’t help himself. Flirting was reflexive.
Nikki sidled up next to him. She smelled like soap. “What are you doing out here?”
Rick shrugged. “Just thinking. The world is going to be different.”
“You said that already,” Nikki said. She grabbed her ponytail and squeezed some excess water from it. “I still don’t agree with you.”
Rick’s eyebrows arched and he tucked his hands into his pockets. . “Why’s that?”
Nikki licked her lips. In the fading light of the sinking sun and the pink aura that cast a rosy glow on everyone and everything, she was striking. Rick looked at his feet to avoid staring at her.
“I ultimately think this is a glitch,” she said. “I’m not saying it’s not serious, but I think people tend to overreact. They think the worst and then behave accordingly.”
“A glitch, huh?”
“Yes,” she said. “A glitch.”
“For a badass, you’re sounding incredibly naïve.”
Nikki put her fingertips on Rick’s chin and raised his eyes to hers. “That’s a backhanded compliment,” she said with the hint of a smile. “And I can honestly say nobody has ever called Deep Six Nikki naïve.”
Rick chuckled. “Now you’re referring to yourself in the third person? That’s gotta be a sign that this is the apocalypse.”
“I did that for your benefit.”
Tingling warmth radiated across Rick’s body. It was the kind of feeling he got when a woman caught his lingering gaze or the moment before he moved in for a kiss. He stepped back from Nikki and cleared his throat.
“No. That’s why I wanted to come out here and talk to you.”
Rick took another step away from her and tightened his arms across his chest again. His eyes narrowed, his jaw set. He swallowed hard. The warmth in his body had given way to the chilly breeze that swirled past.
“After I cleaned up,” she said, “I asked Jackie if it was okay if I stayed with her.”
Rick swallowed again and eked out a reply as if he’d been gut punched. “Why?”
“She needs me more than you do,” said Nikki. “You can take care of yourself if you run into anything.”
Rick’s brow crinkled with an epiphany. “It’s Karen, isn’t it? My ex. She spooked you.”
Nikki shook her head. “No, not really. I mean, I don’t want to be a distraction. Your son and his mom should be your priority. I’d be—”
“You wouldn’t be in the way,” said Rick. “I don’t…I don’t even know what we are, you and me, so how could that be a distraction?”
Nikki blushed. “I like you, Rick,” she said. “It’s probably amplified by the nonstop adrenaline rushes we’ve experienced together over the last day and a half. Still, you’re good-looking and funny. You’re a bit of a player for my liking, but that’s not it.”
“Then what?”
“I think there are bigger things going on right now. Even if, as I believe, this whole thing goes away and the power is back on in a couple of weeks, now is not the time to be getting involved in anything. Especially with your ex and—”
“So, it is Karen.”
“No. I just—I—it’s—”
Rick squared his shoulders and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “This is it, then.”
“Don’t be so dramatic, Rick. I’m staying with Jackie until her husband comes back or she decides to leave. We’ll catch up with you at the compound near Austin.”
Rick nodded. He looked away from Nikki, back to the blackened remains of the houses, and closed his eyes. He drew in a breath and inhaled deeply through his nose. The dank air didn’t hold his interest anymore.
He’d always known he lacked self-awareness. That was part of his problem. He hadn’t, however, counted on feeling so stung by Nikki’s decision. He’d just met her. She was hard to read. Half the time he thought she was into him and the other half she’d just as soon drop-kick him and choke him unconscious with her delectable thighs.
With his eyes still closed, he exhaled. “It’s fine, Nikki,” he said. “Probably better for both of us.”
He opened his eyes to see Nikki standing in front of him. She looked up at him with glossy eyes. She stepped into him and slid her hands around his waist. Fingers spread, she gripped his back and pulled her head into his chest.
Worried she’d sense him trembling, Rick steadied himself and put his arms around her. He put a hand on the back of her head, the dampness of her hair soaking into his cold fingers.
“We’ll see each other again,” she said, her voice muffled in the fabric of his shirt. “If I’m right, it’ll be sooner than you think.”
Rick held her, reluctant to let go. Her hair was fragrant, her embrace comforting. It felt natural, as if they’d held each other countless times. She rubbed his back, which he took as a signal to release his hold, and he stepped back. His hands lingered on her shoulders.
“Are you crying?” Rick asked, thumbing a tear from the corner of her eye.
She laughed through the tears. “I’m not as tough as I look.”
“I figured you for tougher.”
She teasingly slapped her palm on his chest and held it there, leaning in to kiss him on his cheek. “You gotta go,” she said. “Everybody’s eating. It might be good if you were there.”
“I’ll be there in a minute,” Rick said. “You go ahead.”
Nikki patted his chest and walked back to the house. Rick watched her for a moment and looked up toward the setting sun. It was a smudge of light behind a thin patch of pink-hued clouds drifting across the sky.
He lifted his hand to his cheek, touching the spot where Nikki had kissed him. He knew she was wrong. This was more than a glitch. He prayed, however, thinking about the comfort of her embrace and the softness of her kiss, that he was the one who was wrong.
 



CHAPTER 17
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 5:06 PM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
A sharp turn awoke Vihaan Chandra from his dream. His head banged against the bus window and he snapped open his eyes, disoriented at first. An instant later, his shoulders dropped when he realized where he was and remembered what had happened. He squeezed his eyes shut and adjusted his hips in the seat. He tried to return to the final, fading image of his dream: a warm, sandy beach, the tendrils of the tide washing over his sinking toes. The sun beat down on his neck, stinging the slight burn from a day spent playing in the surf.
Treadgold nudged Chandra, interrupting the brief return to happier times. “Hey, we’re almost there.”
Chandra sat up and looked out the window. In the distance, he saw the familiar white peaks of the Jeppesen Terminal of Denver International Airport. The bus swung off E-470 and slowed onto Peña Boulevard.
“The airport?” he asked his boss and took his attention from the window.
Treadgold was leaning forward in his seat, one leg in the aisle. He nodded. “Yep,” he said. “You seem surprised.”
“I am. You never told me where we were headed.”
Treadgold smirked. “You’ve got a PhD. I would have thought your powers of deductive reasoning might have figured it out.”
Chandra rolled his eyes. “They didn’t. Are there planes still working?”
The bus decelerated as it neared the main terminal building. That expansive structure sat in the middle of fifty-two square miles in northeast Denver and was the largest airport property in the country. Its runway was the longest public runway in the nation at sixteen thousand feet. The main terminal building was capped with white, Teflon-coated woven fiberglass designed to mimic a Native American encampment sitting on a bluff. It was iconic. It was also overkill, Chandra had long thought. It was too much for the Mile High City. Even if the former airport, Stapleton, was too small and too noisy for nearby neighborhoods, the newer DIA was like cracking a nut with a sledgehammer. Chandra looked back at Treadgold, awaiting an answer about their next destination.
Treadgold sat back in his seat, tapping his foot in the aisle, and whispered, “We’re not flying anywhere.”
Chandra wasn’t sure he’d heard his boss correctly. “What was that?”
Treadgold fidgeted in his seat, unable to contain a smile. “We’re not flying anywhere.”
“Is this a way station, then?” Chandra asked. “Are we picking up more passengers?”
“This isn’t a way station,” said Treadgold. “This is our final stop. This is where we’re staying.”
“The airport?”
Treadgold’s eyebrows arched and his lips snaked into a smile that sent chills up Chandra’s spine. The boss raked his teeth across his top lip and stopped tapping his foot.
“It’s much more than an airport, Vihaan,” he said. “All of those rumors, the ones rampant on the Internet and fueled by BuzzFeed years ago? They’re all true.”
“Wait.” Chandra shook his head. “What rumors? What are you talking about?”
“You really are a hermit,” said Treadgold. “You’ll learn soon enough. No point in spoiling the surprise.”
Treadgold seemed gleeful at the prospect of rebuilding society within the confines of an airport.
In the distance, out of his window, Chandra could see the cobalt-blue airport mascot: a four-and-a-half-ton, thirty-two-foot-high sculpture of a horse called Blue Mustang. Locals had come to call it Blucifer because of its demonic-looking red eyes. He looked past the statue to the rows of unmarked buildings beyond it.
Rumors? BuzzFeed? What is he talking about?
The bus lurched to a stop and hissed. They were curbside at Departing Flights. Chandra couldn’t see any activity beyond the entrance doors. His attention turned to Van Cleaf at the front of the bus. She tugged on her folded uniform sleeves, trying to lessen the creases, and keyed the microphone.
“Okay,” she said, her breath heavy. “If I could have your attention, please. We have arrived at our destination. We need everyone to exit in an orderly fashion. Wait at the curb for everyone to exit the bus. Then we will move, as a group, inside the terminal.”
Hands shot up across the bus. Whispers became discontented grumbling.
Van Cleaf huffed. “I don’t have time to answer questions right now. Everything will become evident as we move through the process.”
Chandra elbowed his boss. “Answer one question for me,” he whispered.
“What?”
“How long has this been in the works?”
“The Descent Protocol?”
“Yes. How long?”
Treadgold sighed and chewed on the inside of his cheek. “To be honest, I don’t really know. All I can say is that it’s not something they thought up in response to the CME two days ago.”
The bus swayed and Chandra looked toward Van Cleaf. She was guiding passengers off the bus one row at a time. She pointed at each person as he or she passed, counting silently. One by one, people shuffled along the narrow aisle and stepped down from the bus onto the wide sidewalk at the terminal’s entrance.
Treadgold stepped into the aisle when it was his turn and Chandra followed. He braced himself with his hands on the seat backs as he moved one foot at a time. The woman behind him kept bumping him with her bag. She seemed anxious to get off the bus and begin the rest of her life in relative captivity. Finally, he reached the front of the bus, noticed Van Cleaf mouth the number forty-nine, stepped down, and exited the bus.
A gust of wind hit the side of Chandra’s face as he crossed the short distance to the crowd gathering near the doors. He followed Treadgold to the far-right side of the gathering and tucked his hands into his pockets. It was colder here than in Boulder. The pinkish sky had given way to the sharper colors of sunset, and clouds moved in thick patches, accelerating the approaching night.
Chandra huddled with the others, noticing the deep creases in their brows and their pursed lips. Eyes darted from one to the next, searching for explanations or perhaps comfort. Chandra sensed the fear, the uncertainty of what lay ahead.
Treadgold, however, lacked the same consternation. He was relaxed, confident. He ran a hand through his hair, pulling up the collar on the light jacket he wore. He caught Chandra looking at him and winked.
Chandra stepped to his side and spoke under his breath. “You’ve been here, haven’t you?” he asked his boss.
Treadgold’s eyes flashed for an instant, a tell that Chandra had hit on something. Then the flash disappeared and Treadgold shook his head. “No,” he said. “First time. Like everybody else.”
Chandra knew Treadgold was lying. What was more, he knew Treadgold knew he knew.
Van Cleaf stepped from the bus and marched to the crowd. Her eyes danced across the crowd, surveying the offloaded passengers. Another bus pulled to the curb, its brakes squealing and hissing as it came to a stop. The diesel engine idled loudly and Van Cleaf cleared her throat. She tucked her clipboard underneath her arm and cupped her hands around her mouth.
“Attention, please!” she called. “I need everyone in a line. We need to be in numerical order. Let’s start right here in front of me with number one.”
The crowd grumbled but began assembling in a line. It reminded Chandra of queuing up for a Southwest Airlines flight. Everybody was in a hurry to go nowhere, and they were insistent their numeric positions be respected.
Behind Chandra, a uniformed woman dressed the same as Van Cleaf peeked her head out of the bus ahead of the passengers stepping from the cabin one at a time. They carried with them the same hunched shoulders, self-conscious shuffle, and wide-eyed confusion he’d seen from his own traveling party. A particularly sad-looking man acknowledged Chandra with a weak nod, extending his chin slightly. He was unshaven and gray. His eyes were sunken above bruised-looking swollen semicircular pillows. He was thin and his jacket hung on him as if he’d borrowed it from a much larger person. Chandra smiled at the man, hoping to offer some comfort.
“Forty-nine?” snapped an irritated voice. “Forty-nine. We need forty-nine up here, please.”
“Vihaan,” called Treadgold, “that’s you.”
Chandra spun to see his boss waving him into the line. Others sneered their disapproval of his inattention and he bowed his head, hurrying into his spot between Treadgold and a young bespectacled man tagged number fifty.
“Sorry about that,” Chandra muttered to fifty. “Got distracted.”
“No worries,” said the man in what Chandra interpreted as an Australian accent. “I’ve nowhere else to be.”
Chandra chuckled nervously at the young man. He was well-dressed, with spotless shoes and neatly pressed pants. He wore a trendy barn jacket over a collared shirt buttoned to the top. One hand was tucked under the strap of a leather backpack he had slung over his shoulder. He was clean-shaven and his hair was neatly cropped. He stood out among the burgeoning masses.
“Name’s Bert,” said the man, extending his hand. “Bert Martin.”
Chandra shook the man’s firm grip. “Vihaan Chandra.”
Bert’s eyes widened. “Chandra?” he asked with his brows arched. “Like the observatory?”
“Similar. Yes.”
“So, what got you the golden ticket?”
Chandra shrugged. “I’m an aeronomist. I study the Earth’s upper atmospheric weather conditions. I also specialize in space weather. You?”
“I’m a security system analyst,” said Bert. “I design and construct security systems like the—”
Treadgold stepped into the conversation, extending his hand. “I’m Chip Treadgold. I work with Vihaan here. Who did you say you were? I missed it.”
Bert glanced at Chandra. “Bert Martin. I’m a security sys—”
“Security,” Treadgold cut in. “I heard that part. Nice to meet you, Bert.”
“What’s your specialty, Chip?”
“I’m Dr. Chandra’s boss.”
“You’re a scientist too, then?”
Treadgold laughed and shook his head. “No, not me. I’m more of an administrator. A facilitator.”
“You carry yourself like a soldier,” said Bert. “I see it in your eyes, your gait. You’ve taken orders before.”
Treadgold’s eyes narrowed. His jaw clenched. “I’m not a soldier,” he said in a tone much less hospitable than the one with which he began the conversation. Chandra watched the two men eye each other, searching for a weakness in the other. Van Cleaf unwittingly ended the standoff.
“Let’s move,” she said, waving the line into the terminal. “One at a time, please. Once you enter, follow the uniformed guards’ directions to the escalators. Then descend one level.”
Van Cleaf repeated herself as new groups of people moved into the building. Chandra passed her, stepped into the terminal, and blinked to adjust his eyes to the change in light.
While darker than he remembered, Chandra’s eyes widened at the available light in the cavernous terminal building. There were spotlights illuminating the path. Standing under the portable lights were the uniformed guards Van Cleaf had mentioned. They stood at their posts, emotionlessly waving the traffic in the proper direction.
He was as struck by the lack of humanity as he was the lights above them. What was powering them? Nobody had electricity. He tapped Treadgold on the shoulder as he walked past the first guard.
“What’s powering the lights?”
Treadgold kept moving, but spoke to Chandra from the corner of his mouth, his voice hushed. “Generators,” he answered. “Big underground generators.”
“What’s fueling them?”
“Storage tanks. There’s three million gallons of diesel fuel stored there. It’s not far from the terminal.”
Chandra moped past the second guard and shielded his eyes from the bright light as he passed. The farther he walked into the terminal, the tighter his collar felt at his neck. This setup wasn’t something snapped together in a few days, let alone a few hours. “How long has this been in the works?” he asked his boss.
Treadgold glanced over one shoulder. He spoke from a clenched jaw, through his teeth. “I told you I don’t know. You already asked me about that.”
Chandra mimicked Treadgold’s secretive tone. “Not the protocol itself. This. The lights. The guards. The buses.”
Treadgold sidled up next to Chandra. His heavy brow shadowed his eyes, but Chandra could sense the seriousness of what Treadgold was about to tell him. They passed a third guard, who motioned them to the escalator. The men stepped onto the moving steel steps beside one another. They were descending into the darkness of a lower level.
“I should clarify,” he said. “And this is the last thing I’m going to say until we’ve checked in and much of this becomes clearer to you and the rest of the chosen few.”
Treadgold looked Chandra in the eyes, holding his gaze until the aeronomist dug a finger into his collar and tugged at it. When he finally spoke, Treadgold’s voice was soft and measured, every word enunciated with precision.
“When I said, the protocol was activated today, I misspoke,” he said. “It’s been active for decades. Today is when it was declassified for those invited to participate.”
Chandra searched Treadgold’s face for more of an explanation. What was Treadgold really saying?
“C’mon, Vihaan,” he said, his voice lilting with disappointment and a touch of condescension. “Do you really need me to spell it out for you?”
Chandra looked at his feet, at the steps sliding mechanically downward against the reflective sidewall of the escalator, and then nodded to his boss. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out through his nose. A knowing smile crept across Treadgold’s face. The corners of his lips curled upward cartoonishly, as if he could barely contain his glee.
“The CMEs aren’t the reason we’re here, Vihaan. They’re the excuse.”
 



CHAPTER 18
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 16 HOURS, 09 MINUTES, 11 SECONDS
JASPER, ALBERTA, CANADA
Clayton sat with his back against a service counter labeled “Explore Rockies.” His legs were splayed out in front of him as though he were about to reach for his toes and stretch his hamstrings. Next to him were two survival packs and an empty can of Russian pearl barley porridge called Perlovka.
His limbs were loosening up, even though it was only a few degrees warmer inside the building. With thawing fingers, he keyed the transmit button. “This is Kilo Delta Five X-ray Mike X-ray calling Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. Please reply. Over.”
Nothing.
Clayton held the Yaesu FT2DR radio to his mouth and repeated his call. There was static and then a voice.
“This is VA6CXX,” said Steve Kremer. “Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. I hear you, KD5XMX.”
“Hi. Steve, this is Clayton. I’ve confirmed my location.”
“Hello again, Clayton. That’s good news. Your signal is very weak. I can barely hear you. Where are you?”
Clayton scanned the empty, dim space. His voice echoed against the gray tile floor. “The Columbia Icefield visitors’ center,” he said. “I crashed next to the Athabasca Glacier.”
“Okay then,” said Steve. “That’s good news. Hang on, I’ve got a beam antenna on my tower. Let me swing it around your direction. I’m not that far from you. Pretty coincidental, eh? Are you coping me now?”
“Copying you loud and clear. Much stronger now. You said you’re also in Alberta?”
“Yeah,” said Steve. “Red Deer. I’m due east of you three and a half hours by car. I mean, under normal circumstances.”
Clayton sighed and smacked the taste of the porridge from the roof of his mouth. “I’m not sure what’s normal right now. Any news from any of your HAM friends?”
“Power’s still out,” Steve confirmed then chuckled. “Beer’s still cold.”
Clayton smiled. He stretched his sore back. The muscles from his shoulders to his buttocks resisted but acquiesced when he held the stretch.
“I did hear from a couple of HAMs on 20 meters HF there was some military and police activity,” Steve said. “There’s some looting in major cities: Toronto, New York, Boston, Los Angeles, and Chicago. You know, the stuff that happens when people think nobody’s looking. I also heard about convoys of buses in Virginia, Pennsylvania, Colorado, and Massachusetts. Nobody knows exactly where they’re headed. It’s anecdotal information, I guess. There are a lot of conspiracy nuts out there. Something like this feeds their souls.”
Clayton envisioned rioting and chaos. He imagined those in the cities migrating to the suburbs. It was only a few days since the CME hit Earth and already people were panicking. The threads of society were fraying. He needed to get home.
Clayton picked up the radio and pressed transmit. “You mentioned buses?”
“Yeah. In Virginia, Pennsylvania, Colorado, and Massachusetts. Haven’t heard about any in Canada.”
“Those buses reminded me of something,” said Clayton. “You said you have a working truck, right?”
“I do. Last I checked, it was good to go and full of diesel.”
“Can you make it here?” asked Clayton. “Can you drive your truck here and get me? I’ve got to find a way home. My family…” A lump thickened in his throat and he couldn’t finish the sentence. His finger slipped off the button.
Clayton worried that he was asking too much. He was afraid his only existing lifeline to the outside world might stop communicating, that he’d give him the brush-off like a beggar panhandling for change at a street corner gas station.
“Of course,” Steve said. “I can leave in an hour and be there in five. Of course, it depends on the roads. There could be ice or stalled trucks blocking my path.”
Clayton keyed the mic. “Copy that!” he said excitedly. “I’ll be here.”
“Happy to do it,” said Steve. “I remember you said your radio battery was low. Turn it off, and in two hours check in with me. I’ll be on the same frequency.”
“Thank you, Steve,” said Clay. “I—thank you—I know it’s not enough.”
“Sure, it is,” said Steve. “You’d do the same for me. I can tell. We HAMs stick together.”
“I’d like to think so,” Clayton said. “Be safe.”
Steve signed off with a numeric goodbye common in HAM lingo. “Will do. 73’s until I see you.”
Clayton shut off the radio and set it on the tile. He tilted back his head and squeezed his eyes shut. He let out a long breath. He felt nearly as isolated as he’d been on the International Space Station. However, this was worse.
On the ISS, he could communicate with his family. There was email, which was nice because he could read it over and over again. Once a week, on the weekends, there were video chats. He could even have an occasional telephone call through Voice Over Internet Protocol. The best conversation he’d had was during the second week aboard the ISS.
Coincidentally, Chris’s class took a field trip to Johnson Space Center. Jackie chaperoned and arranged for Marie to skip class and join them. During the tour, Clayton was featured on a live video feed from the ISS to NASA TV. Both kids and Jackie could watch him talking to them live on the Internet phone. It was almost like being there with them.
When he wasn’t speaking with them, reading and rereading their emails, or watching their recorded video messages, Clayton could escape to the cupola. From two hundred and forty-nine miles up, with a finger on the glass, he could find Texas and approximate Clear Lake as if running his finger along a map. It always amazed him how beautiful the Earth was from a distance. It also impressed him how dangerous it looked. The Sahara Desert was a wasteland of shifting brown sand. Siberia and the poles were frozen, inhospitable swaths that spread across surprisingly vast areas of the globe. They were even more impressive through a camera lens. He’d often snap photographs of barely visible landmarks, unaware of the detail he’d captured until he’d uploaded it onto his computer.
Back on Earth, he was acutely aware of the danger and the distance from his family. There was no email or video chat, no cupola from which to steal a glance of home. He might as well be on Mars.
Clayton pushed himself to his feet, using the service counter for help, and peeled off his blue Russian-supplied winter gear. His skin pimpled from the chill as he bent over and worked the pants to his ankles. He looked down at the sutured wound, which was more grotesque than he remembered it. It needed cleaning, so Clayton delicately removed the bandage and re-cleaned the wound with iodine. He applied a fresh bandage and swallowed another dose of Cipro. His body was peppered with bruises from his ribs to his calves. He pressed them with his fingers, pushing inward until the pressure induced pain. He opened his jaw as wide as he could, which wasn’t very wide. There was swelling underneath his ear.
“The nausea’s gone,” he said aloud.
That was a plus. Though he had to say that porridge was a lot better heated up than it was cold out of the can. Either way, it was better than the Veracruz.
In his mind, he could hear Boris’s laugh. Clayton had repeatedly made fun of the food on the ISS. He’d joked with his Russian friend that for much of his adult life, he’d considered bungee jumping from the tower at Mt. Hood Adventure Park the riskiest thing he’d ever done; more so than strapping himself into a Russian-made explosive and speeding into orbit, or surviving the candidate wilderness training in Maine, that one-hundred-foot-drop in Oregon was crazy stupid. But sitting aboard the ISS, he’d told Boris he’d changed his mind. The new number one was eating the Roscosmos version of fish Veracruz.
“Not only is it the nauseatingly repulsive odor that lingers long after it’s eaten,” he’d said above the din of Boris’s bellowing laughter, “but also because of what it generally does to my digestive system.”
It was true that, aside from the desserts, the Russian food was typically better than the American food on the ISS. It was more highly seasoned. The Italian food was okay, and so was the French. The Japanese offerings weren’t bad. The Veracruz, however, was like rocket fuel.
Still, Boris had loved it. He’d asked for extra shipments of it in a Progress resupply mission. The Russians obliged. They’d eaten it, in fact, on their last night on the ISS. It was the Veracruz that had Clayton up early the morning of the doomed spacewalk.
He’d awoken at 0600 GMT and gone to the bathroom, working hard to keep everything where it was supposed to be. The last thing he’d wanted to do was clean up an errant discharge of the only thing worse than fish Veracruz.
He’d skipped a normal breakfast and eaten an energy bar before working through the stomach upset and running four miles on the treadmill. Clayton had cleaned up and changed back into his jumpsuit for a briefing with Mission Control Center-Houston about the walk.
He’d talked with Ben and Boris on the radio while they readied themselves in the American airlock. All the timelines had looked good. He’d even had a moment to send one last email to Jackie and the kids while sipping some coffee.
Hours later, Ben and Boris had exited the airlock on time. They’d made their way to the port photovoltaic arrays and Clayton had settled into the cupola. Everything had been as planned despite the warning everyone had ignored. They’d known better. Clayton had known better. Yet he’d let his friends exit the safety of the ISS for the exposure of space.
His mind flashed back to the alarm, to the moment the CME had changed everything. He shuddered not so much from the cold but from his memories.
“I shouldn’t have let them go,” he mumbled. “I knew better.”
Something in his gut had told him the flare indicators and the CME halos were not anomalies. He sensed there was something potentially catastrophic headed their way. Had he pushed harder against MCC and HQ, Boris and Ben wouldn’t be outside right now. Their frozen bodies wouldn’t be hidden from scavengers. They’d be here with him, trying to figure out how to get home.
Clayton knew why he hadn’t spoken up. He knew nobody at command would have listened to him. He’d asked too many questions during his mission. He’d challenged authority and convention. He always had. The same attributes that attracted Jackie to him and had made him a kick-ass engineer made him the astronaut who cried wolf.
When he had asked questions about the CME readings, they hadn’t listened. He’d already used up his question quota for Expedition 58. He’d been the troublemaker, the one who’d complained about the fish Veracruz.
He pulled up his suit, leaving it unzipped in the front, and limped toward the far end of the building. Beyond the sales desks and an entrance to an attached boutique hotel, there was the glass entrance to the gift shop. Clayton reached the doors and found them, surprisingly, unlocked. He pulled one of the doors open and snuck into the dark shop, pulling an LED flashlight from his pocket. He thumbed on the bluish light, holding it in a fist at his head, as would a police officer responding to a disturbance.
The door slapped shut behind him and Clayton surveyed the shoulder-high racks of the tourists’ gold mine. The wide bluish beam found sweatshirts and heavy coats. It swept across boots and souvenir tins of maple cookies and mint chocolates. There were snow globes and pewter models of moose and black bears.
He stepped deeper into the shop, moving toward a rack of long-sleeved T-shirts along the left side of the space. He found one with a breast pocket emblazoned with a red maple leaf. With his free hand, he pulled down the collar and checked the size—XL.
“Everything in here might as well scream ‘Oh Canada’,” he lamented. “Pretty soon I’ll be drinking Molson Golden and eating poutine.”
He reached for the shirt and yanked it from the hanger, tossing it over his shoulder, then shone the light on the upper racks until he found a zip-up fleece jacket. “Columbia Icefield” was embroidered on the chest above a waving Canadian flag. He checked the price tag on the sleeve, which revealed the size.
“And I thought Texas was proud of itself,” he said, pulling it from the rack and slapping it over his shoulder atop the shirt. “The only thing missing is a Dudley Do-Right plush—”
Clayton spun and the flashlight found a stuffed Mountie with a strong chin smiling at him. Its felt campaign hat sat high on its head, its white teeth shining through a broad smile. He rolled his eyes and picked up the plush toy, running his thumb across the Red Serge uniform coat of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police.
“Of course,” he said, aping Do-Right’s forthright cartoon voice, and set the doll back on the shelf next to a dozen of its grinning duplicates. “It’s the Canadian way.”
He sidestepped through the maze of four-sided display shelves toward a rack of quilted down coats. He found a black one with a fur-lined hood. It looked more than big enough and he plucked it from the wall, taking his haul to the register at the center of the shop. He dropped the shirt, jacket, and coat onto the glass counter surrounding the register on three sides and went back to look for pants and socks. Finding the socks was easy.
“Do I want ankle-high Canada flag socks or over the calf?” said Clayton. “Or should I get the moose socks? I think moose.”
He took three pairs from the sock display. Clayton had learned a few things in life, and paramount among them was the importance of clean socks and dry feet. He shifted his weight onto his uninjured leg and used the light to find the section featuring pants. They weren’t, however, normal pants. There was a variety of sweatpants, most of which looked comfortable but impractical, and a stack of nylon ski pants. He limped to the stack and ran his hand across the inventory, dragging a large pair from the top of the stack. He shook them open and examined them with the light. They were like ski pants, but had zippers at the thigh that, when unzipped, became long shorts. He ran his thumb on the inside of the waistband to test the thickness. They’d do.
Pleased with himself, Clayton took the socks and pants to the register. He spread his haul out on the glass and nodded with approval. Within a few minutes, he’d shed his Russian winter suit for the look of a well-intentioned, nationalistic Canadian tourist. He’d also dumped his cap for a wool knit that covered the tops of his ears. The only remnant of his space gear was the oversized pair of boots that felt much better atop two pairs of moose socks.
He stuffed his winter suit into a large trash can behind the counter and found a pad of paper and pen next to the register. He tested the pen’s ink with a swirl and then scrawled a note to the shop’s manager, reading aloud as he wrote.
“To whom it may concern, I owe you. My name is Clayton Shepard and I was stranded here. I took clothing valued at two hundred and forty dollars. I’m also thinking of sneaking a couple of boxes of maple cookies. Sorry for the inconvenience. Please bill me.”
He scribbled his address and phone number at the bottom of the note, knowing he’d never hear from anyone. It would be weeks, months, or longer until the power returned. From the signs posted around the center, it didn’t open again for tours until spring. Still, Clayton didn’t feel right stealing, regardless of the circumstances. If Dudley Do-Right was an astronaut, he’d look like Clayton Shepard.
He stuck the note atop the register and limped to the boxes of maple cookies. He took a couple of boxes, tucked them under his arm, and made his way back to the reception desk, his radio, and the supply packs from the Soyuz.
He still had an hour until he’d call Steve to get an update and an ETA. It was as good an opportunity as any to try to rest. Clayton knew he couldn’t sleep, not with so many unknowns, but he could save his energy and rest his wounded leg. He looked out the picture window to his left and caught a glimpse of the moon’s pinkish reflection on the ice outside.
His mind drifted to a poem Jackie had frequently read to him aloud in bed. He never understood how somebody could read the same book over and over again. She’d explained that if he could watch the same episode of The Big Bang Theory fifty times, she could easily read The Poetry of Robert Frost at least as many, especially “Stopping By Woods On A Snowy Evening”.
“Miles to go,” he muttered. “Miles to go.”
 



CHAPTER 19
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 8:22 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Justin led his angry pack into the neighborhood Wanda had suggested. He was armed, the nine-millimeter handgun light in his confident grip as he strode toward the first target. The neighborhood was quiet. Candlelight danced in the windows of occupied homes, but outside it was dark except for the spongy moonlight that leaked through the thick and rosy cloud cover. The air was cool and damp. A sheen of cold sweat coated Justin’s neck and forehead.
“This the one?” Palero asked, jabbing his revolver at a brick home up ahead and to their left.
Justin checked a crudely drawn sketch of the neighborhood Wanda had provided before they’d left. She’d used red crayon to mark houses she thought were soft targets based on her charity visit to the neighborhood a night earlier. The one ahead to the left belonged to an elderly couple.
“The mailbox says Vickers,” said Palero. “That right?”
“Hang on,” Justin snapped. He drew the map closer to his face and checked it. The house where Palero stood was circled. Justin waved Palero toward him with the nine millimeter. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s the one.”
“There’s a light on inside the house,” said Palero. “I thought we were only doing empty houses. I mean, after what happened with that woman.”
Justin glared at Palero. “These are old people. Old man and old woman. Easy pickings.”
Palero shrugged. “I don’t know about—”
Justin gritted his teeth. “About what?”
“I don’t think—”
“Don’t think,” said Justin. “Just do it. You clearly have a problem. You want out? Leave.”
Palero stepped back, touching the swollen bruise on his face. He shook his head. “Nah, I was only asking.”
Justin growled his disapproval and folded the map. He stuffed it into his pocket and motioned toward the house with his head, then waved the gun at one of the younger boys. “You knock at the front door. Keep knocking until somebody answers it. Ask for Bob.”
The kid’s eyes narrowed with confusion. “Who’s Bob?”
Justin thumped him between the eyes with his knuckle. “Nobody,” he sneered. “You’re distracting them. When they tell you, Bob doesn’t live there, you ask where he lives. It gives us time to sneak in through the back.”
The kid nodded. Justin sighed and pointed to another younger member of the gang. “You stand at the side,” Justin directed. “Give us a signal when the old people answer the door. Whistle.”
“Whistle?”
“Yeah. Quick and short.”
Everyone but the two kids followed Justin to the side of the house and an unlocked wrought-iron gate. Justin worked the mechanism to open the gate’s latch and then pulled on the handle to slide it open. For a moment, he wondered if this was the best move.
He was working with what was, at best, a motley group of inexperienced poseurs. They were angry and reflexively violent, but they lacked discipline and any real tactical skill. Palero was right to question this attack. Justin was as angry for that as he was for his insubordination.
They’d decided to only hit empty homes, but empowered by murder and greed, Justin had changed his mind. That, and the fear that once the military took hold, people rich with supplies would fortify their properties and become all the harder to penetrate. He’d convinced the others the element of surprise was like adding an army to their gang, but he stood at the gate, unconvinced himself. He wasn’t afraid of killing someone. He’d done that already and knew that pulling the trigger would come more easily this time. He was afraid of failing. He didn’t want to return home empty-handed to the chastisement or ridicule of his woman. That was the hesitation. That was the rub.
“You coming?” asked Palero, who’d squeezed past the opening.
Justin moved into the backyard, trying to regain the confidence he’d held until Palero questioned his plan. He pulled his shoulders back, adjusted his grip on the nine millimeter, and quickened his pace to move to the head of the pack. He gripped Palero’s shoulder as he passed him.
“As soon as we know they’re at the front door,” said Justin, “we kick in the back. All of us go inside at once. If they make a move, pull the trigger.”
Palero nodded, as did the others. They moved toward the back porch. It was a covered area that stretched ten feet from the rear of the home. Justin stepped onto the brick pavers first, his heartbeat accelerating, thumping against his chest, and he neared a window adjacent to the door. The sweat rebloomed at the nape of his neck.
There was a dim light flickering inside the large room beyond the window, a warm glow cast from a trio of large candles perched atop a fireplace mantel. There was an elderly woman sitting in an oversized chair. She was stroking a little dog with pointed ears curled into her lap. Her eyes were closed and her head was resting against the chair’s high wingback.
He scanned the room, searching the darker corners of the space. He didn’t see anyone else, but he couldn’t see the front of the house from his position. Maybe the woman was alone. Easy target.
Justin slithered back to the door and waited, ready to strike. His muscles tensed, his chest rising and falling with short, controlled breaths. He gripped the pistol more tightly. All he needed now was the signal.
***
Pop Vickers was in his kitchen when he heard the knock at the door. It was faint at first, and he wasn’t even sure there was somebody there. A second, more anxious rap was loud enough for Pop to slide from the barstool at the kitchen island.
He was tinkering with his HF HAM radio, trying to find a good frequency. The last couple of conversations had simply faded out and he was looking for more information on the powerless quagmire in which he found himself.
“Nancy?” he called, moving toward the narrow foyer. “You expecting anyone?”
Pop peeked his head into the family room and saw his wife dozing. Punchy, their Yorkshire terrier, pricked its ears at Pop’s voice, but kept its eyes shut.
Another rap at the door.
“Hold your horses,” he said, shifting his weight back toward the entry. As he did, he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his right eye.
Pop stopped. His wife hadn’t moved and neither had the dog. His eyes narrowed and he scanned the room. The flickering candle glow danced off the rear windows, reflecting the light back into the room. He reached out and held onto the wood molding that framed the wide entry from the foyer into the family room. His eyes fixed on the window, gauging the pattern of the candle flames on the glass. His wife purred in her sleep. The dog whistled through its nose. He waited and watched.
Then he saw it, the faint flutter of movement outside. Pop retreated a step in the dark foyer, slipping back from the entry. There was someone outside.
Soft-shoeing backwards a couple of steps, Pop slipped back to the kitchen. Ignoring another round of impatient knocks at his front door, he pulled open a junk drawer next to the refrigerator. He rummaged through the deep drawer and pulled out the Governor, a trusty revolver he’d loaded with shell shot. He didn’t have time to make it to the bedroom for the shotgun.
Pop leaned against the refrigerator with one hand and held the revolver with the other. He’d never fired the weapon outside of a gun range, and that target practice was years ago. It had been even longer since he’d fired at a person. Decades, really. And a revolver didn’t pack the same punch as an M14. Pop rubbed the faded Globe, Anchor, and Eagle tattoo on his arm. He swallowed hard. This wouldn’t end well if he fought back. He was rusty.
His introspection was interrupted by the knock at the front door, which had become an incessant banging. Pop put two and two together. Whoever was at the front door was working with the person or people at the back.
“Nancy!” Pop yelled. “I need you here in the kitchen. Nancy?”
Pop held his finger aside the trigger and started back to the family room. He stayed in the shadows, clinging to the darkness as he neared the wide opening. Behind him, someone was pounding at the door. In front of him, his dozing wife, who somehow hadn’t awoken from the noise.
“Nancy,” he said, his voice sharp but close to a whisper. “Wake up!”
The dog’s ears pricked again and its eyes fluttered open. It moved in Nancy’s lap and she jerked awake, snorting as she regained consciousness.
Pop waved to get her attention. “Nancy,” he said, “come here.”
Nancy’s eyes scanned the room until they locked onto Pop’s.
“What?”
He waved his free hand again. He had the other behind his back. “Nancy, I need you to come here. Now. Bring Punchy.”
Nancy’s face contorted with confusion and she yawned. She scooped the dog under her arm and rocked herself free of the chair. She moved toward her husband, her eyes never leaving his. When she neared him, he reached into the family room and grabbed her wrist, pulling her into the darkness.
“What is going—who’s banging at the—what—Pop?” She was still blinking the sleep from her eyes.
Pop raised a finger to his lips and led Nancy up the stairs to the master bedroom. Once there, he forced his wife into the room and shut the door. Nancy stood with the trembling dog in her hands while her husband locked the bedroom door and jammed an antique side chair diagonally underneath the doorknob. A battery-operated camping lantern next to the bed provided the only light in the room.
Nancy pulled the dog close to her chest and held his head against her neck. “What is going on?” she asked. “You’re scaring me. Who’s at the door?”
Pop took his wife’s elbow and led her toward the closet. “Somebody’s trying to break in,” he said. “There are at least two of them.”
Nancy shuffled her feet to keep up with her husband. “Break in? Why?”
Why?
Pop clenched his jaw tight and decided against answering his wife with the sarcasm she deserved. He moved her into the walk-in closet and handed her the revolver, shut the door behind himself, and reached onto the top shelf.
Nancy was trembling. “What is this? she asked. “I can’t shoot this.”
Pop pulled down the shotgun and then put a hand on the side of his wife’s face. The banging on the front had stopped or they couldn’t hear it from the closet. It didn’t matter. The silence was, for the moment, calming.
“Yes, you can,” he said, his voice soft and reassuring. “You can do anything. But let’s hope you don’t need to pull the trigger. I’m here with you. If we keep quiet, they’ll go away. We’ll be fine. Okay?”
Nancy’s eyes glistened, and her lips quivered. She swallowed hard and nodded. Punchy squirmed under her arm and chirped his version of a bark. Pop kissed her gently on her lips. He took the dog from her and held him under his arm, kneeling to put the animal on the carpeted floor. Punchy walked in circles and found a comfortable spot on which to curl into a ball.
“What do we do now?” Nancy asked, her voice a strained whisper. “What do we do?”
Pop checked the shotgun and made certain the twin shells were loaded. He looked up at his wife, trying to hide his own fear, and exhaled. He forced a weak smile. “We wait.”
***
Justin was ready to explode. His muscles were sore from the prolonged tension. “What is taking so long?” he said through his teeth. “It’s been five minutes.”
The others shrugged. He peered through the window again, scanning the room until he got to the oversized chair. It was still empty.
“The woman hasn’t come back,” he said. “But she hasn’t answered the door, has she?”
Palero’s face squeezed with concern and he joined Justin at the window. “No. I haven’t heard the signal. What happened?”
“I don’t know,” Justin said. “I heard a man’s voice. She left and took the dog. I thought she was going to the front door.”
“What do you want to do?” asked Palero. “You want me to go around front?”
Justin shook his head. “No, I’ll do it.”
He backed away from the porch and bolted to the side of the house. The lookout was there, leering around the corner toward the front door. He jumped when Justin charged to his side.
He pulled the boy toward him. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know. He’s still banging on the door. Nobody’s answered.”
“Somebody’s home,” said Justin. “I know somebody’s there.”
“Should we pick another house? I think we should pick another house.”
Justin squeezed the boy’s shoulder, digging in his fingers and holding him there despite the boy’s efforts to pull away. “That’s not happening.”
“Okay.” The boy nodded, his eyes wide enough for Justin to see the whites. “Okay. Sorry.” He shrugged himself free of Justin’s grip and adjusted his T-shirt.
Justin rubbed his head, the growing stubble rough against his palm. He peeked around the corner. The boy was still standing there, banging on the door. There was no sign the woman in the house was about to answer. Justin cursed and walked deliberately to the front of the house.
“Hey,” he called to the boy, who snapped to attention at Justin’s voice. “Enough. Get over here.”
The boy ran to the corner of the house, joining Justin and the lookout. The three of them stood in the dark between the target house and the one next to it while Justin considered the next move. He cursed again, spat into the grass, and stomped his foot. The boys gave him his space as he vented.
“All right,” he huffed, “we’re going in through the back. All of us.”
He led the boys to the porch and met the rest of the gang at the back of the house. He gave them each orders, and then with everything he could muster, he reared back and thrust his foot into the door beneath the knob.
The door cracked and loosened against the frame but wasn’t open yet. Justin sucked in a deep breath of the chilled air and exhaled with a grunt, hitting the same spot for a second time. He connected with his heel and the door popped free, the locking mechanism tearing away from the jamb. The door swung inward wildly, slapped against a stopper, and boomeranged back toward Justin.
He shoved it open with one hand, leveled the nine millimeter with the other, and stepped into the house. He was met with warmer air and the distinctly familiar odor of a hospital or nursing home. He’d been to both, visiting his maternal grandmother before she’d died.
It was an antiseptic yet sour scent that stung his nostrils and he tried breathing through his mouth as he moved into what looked like the family room. It was casually decorated with knit blankets covering each piece of worn furniture. The candlelight flickered, casting confusing shadows across the space, forcing Justin to double take more than once. He slid his finger onto the trigger and guided himself through the room, using the white-lined sights atop the weapon.
He directed the lookout and the door knocker to move through the wide opening at the front of the room and then move to the right. He told the others, including Palero, to move through the same opening but to veer left into the darkness.
Justin moved to the far end of the room and a pair of closed doors. They were narrow and tall. He braced himself at the first door, weapon aimed, and spun the knob to swing it open. Holding his breath, he jerked backward and braced the gun with both unsteady hands, ready to fire.
He exhaled at the sight of hanging coats and dry-cleaning plastic crammed onto a single eye-high bar. Beneath the coats and the smell of mothballs, jammed awkwardly into the closet, was a vacuum cleaner. Justin tested the coats, picking at them with the barrel of the weapon. He looked up at the shelf that hung above the clothing. There were shoe boxes and cardboard lightbulb packages haphazardly stacked atop one another.
Justin closed the one door and repeated the nervous process a second time. The second door revealed a bathroom with a toilet and a sink. It was dark enough that the candlelight only provided a vague glimpse of the space, but it was enough to convince Justin nobody was in the room.
He moved back to the closet and fished along the shelf until he found an open, half-empty yellow box of trash bags. They’d come in handy. He pulled a fistful of bags from the box and tossed the rest onto the floor.
He spun around to find Palero standing in the opening to the darkened hallway at the front of the house. He tossed him a couple of trash bags. “What did you find?”
Palero nodded to his right. “There’s a kitchen over there. Lots of good stuff. Not only food, but all kinds of batteries and weird radio. Looks like a couple of cases of bottled water. Some beer too.” A smile spread across Palero’s face.
“And the others?”
“I haven’t seen them,” said Palero, nodding to his left. “I’m thinking there are bedrooms over there. There’s also some stairs. We haven’t been up there yet.”
“Any sign of the old lady?”
Palero shook his head.
Justin shoved the rest of the bags at Palero. “She’s gotta be here somewhere. I’m thinking upstairs. You take care of the kitchen. Take everything that’ll fit into these bags. Everything. Then have the boys use the pillowcases from the bedrooms to take whatever you think is worth it. I’m heading upstairs.”
“By yourself?”
Justin looked Palero up and down, hard. “I took care of the woman at that other house, didn’t I? By myself.”
Palero nodded and stepped away from Justin, who shooed him back to the kitchen. Sulking, he walked away. Justin grabbed the wooden baluster and pulled himself up the carpeted stairway. He stepped lightly, pushing himself upward one step at a time, listening for any noise or tip as to where the woman had gone. There was nothing but the shuffle and clanging of his gang on the floor below.
“I’m coming for you, woman,” he said. “You try to stop me, it ain’t gonna be good for you.”
***
Nancy Vickers reached for her husband’s hand. “Did you hear that?” she squeaked.
They were backed into the corner of the closet, sightless in the black night of the space. Dresses and pants hung in front of them, protecting them from whoever might come for them. Only the shotgun barrel stuck through the drapery of clothing.
Pop didn’t like hiding. He’d as soon confront the cowards as stay holed up in a dark closet. He could only imagine what his commanding officer in Vietnam would think—a Marine running from the fight instead of instigating it.
“I heard it,” Pop admitted. “They’re in the kitchen. No doubt. And there’s more than one or two of them. They’re too loud. Too sloppy.”
“Maybe they’ll take what they want and leave,” whispered Nancy. Her voice was peppered with nerves and sounded like a warble.
She was a good woman. She’d tolerated a lot during their long marriage: the military, multiple tours overseas, moving to far-flung dirt farms the Marines liked to call camps. She’d also indulged his long hours at the VFW and in the garage on his HAM radios.
They’d settled in Clear Lake after a NASA contractor hired the veteran for his electronic skills, a byproduct of an Uncle Sam-funded college education. He’d done his time and retired with a gold watch and a decent pension. They were in their golden years. And despite never having had children, they’d been happy. Adopting the families in their neighborhood while offering babysitting along with unsolicited parenting advice both were free to pursue their own interests.
In addition to occasional potluck block parties, Nancy had her bunko nights and book clubs. She cooked, she played golf, and she watched Dr. Phil. Their lives had been full. Now they faced the end of the world stuffed in the corner of their closet like scared children in a horror film, both of them armed with weapons they didn’t want to use.
“They want a confrontation, Nancy,” Pop whispered to his wife. “That’s why they knocked on the front door, to draw us out.”
Nancy whimpered. Her breathing had accelerated to a shallow staccato. Her body was trembling.
Pop lowered the shotgun and put one hand on his wife’s knee. He rubbed it with his thumb and scooted closer to her. “Maybe not,” he said. “I could be wrong. They could be taking essentials and then leaving. That’s probably what they’re doing.”
“I know you’re saying—”
Pop squeezed his wife’s knee. “Shhh. Be quiet. I hear something. Get the revolver.”
Nancy inched into his body while picking up the weapon. She held it with both hands, pointing it blindly through the clothing. Pop let go of her knee to retarget the shotgun and listened for a repeat of the noise he thought he’d heard. There was silence for a beat. Then he heard it.
Creak.
It was a loose subfloor in the hallway leading from the stairs and into their bedroom. There were typically four spots that groaned under the weight of a footstep, the last of which was right outside the closet. He’d heard at least two of them now.
Someone’s coming.
Pop imagined himself on patrol in the jungle, hidden amongst the thick, damp foliage and rotting vegetation, the buzz and droning chirp of insects mind-numbingly loud. He could feel the M14 in his hands, the chin strap rubbing his jawline raw, the sting of sweat dripping from his mopped brow into his eyes as he kept watch. His sergeant was at his nine, armed and advancing, unwilling to lay back and wait for the enemy. He was lost in the thought.
Creak.
He snapped back to the present. His pulse was thick and fast. Nancy’s trembling leg was pressed next to his. Pop braced himself and pulled the shotgun tight to his shoulder. He kept his trigger finger pointed straight ahead. His left hand was wrapped around the forestock. He drew his cheek to the buttstock. In the dark, he couldn’t employ the iron sights. They were useless. Pop knew the buckshot spray would do enough damage as long as he aimed the muzzle anywhere close to the target. Nancy was gulping breaths and then holding them.
From the bedroom, there was a loud bang and a crash preceding heavy footsteps and what sounded like the opening and closing of drawers. Glass shattered and Nancy blurted a chirping whimper. Pop nudged her with his shoulder and whispered, “It’s okay. We’re okay.”
The footsteps stomped heavily across the room and back again. Then it was quiet.
“Are they gone?” Nancy asked, gulping another mouthful of air.
A distant voice called from downstairs.
“Justin!” the voice yelled. “You up there?”
The response came from inside their room. “Shut up. Don’t use my name. The woman is here somewhere. I’m looking for her.”
Pop felt Nancy’s body shudder. She let go of her breath in favor of quick, stuttering gasps.
The voice from downstairs called again. “Dude, we’ve got enough. Lots of food, water, supplies. The garage was packed. We should go.”
Pop awaited the angry response from inside his room. There was none. Instead there was a fourth and telling creak.
The man was right outside the closet door.
Pop tightened his grip on the shotgun. He eased his finger onto the trigger.
“Never put your finger on the trigger unless you’re ready to pull it,” his sergeant had frequently reminded him in-country all those years ago.
Whoever it was outside the closet, standing on the weak spot in their subfloor, wasn’t a friendly. He was a predator hunting for Pop’s wife. He and his band of terrorists were pillaging their home, stealing from them the belongings they’d worked hard to provide for themselves.
A potent mixture of anger and adrenaline replaced the fear coursing through Pop’s body, but instead of anxiety or jitters, an unfamiliar calm overtook him. The world slowed, and in the dark, from behind the curtain of clothing, he focused on the door. His finger applied the slightest pressure on the trigger and was ready for a smooth, solid pull at his command the instant the doorknob clicked.
“Seriously,” called the voice from downstairs. “Enough. We got what we need for now.”
The floor creaked, and again a moment later.
“All right,” whined the angry voice. “I’m coming.”
He’s leaving.
The intruder pounded from the room, his heavy feet eliciting the groan of the hallway flooring before they bounded down the stairs. Pop eased his finger from the trigger and lowered the weapon. He exhaled, the tension leaving the sore muscles in his neck and shoulders.
Nancy let out her breath and sobbed as quietly as she could. Her raspy cries were dripping with the saliva of a woman on the verge of hyperventilating. Pop flipped the safety on the shotgun and set it aside. He took the revolver from his wife’s hands, laid it next to the shotgun, and wrapped his arms around her. He pulled her tear-drenched face to his and kissed her cheeks.
“It’s okay,” he whispered. “They’re gone. We’re okay.”
“We—can’t—stay—here,” she said between gasps of air. “We—can’t—stay—in—this—house. They’ll—be—back.”
“Calm down,” Pop said gently. “We’ll be okay here. We just—”
“No!” Nancy said, spittle spraying from her mouth. “They know we’re vulnerable. They’ll come back for whatever they didn’t get already. You heard that man. He wanted to find me.”
She was probably right. They were a soft target now. He knew that, even if he didn’t want to admit it.
“Okay. We’ll pack some clothes, whatever food they didn’t take, and we’ll go to Jackie Shepard’s. She’ll help us.”
Nancy flung herself more deeply into her husband’s arms. Pop stroked the back of her head, running his fingers through her hair.
***
Justin pushed his way into the backyard, grumbling about having left without finding the old woman inside. He couldn’t let it go.
“I had her,” he said to Palero as both of them slugged bags of food over their shoulders and headed toward the gate. “She was either in the bathroom or the closet. One or the other.”
“Yeah,” said Palero. “I hear you, J. But we got so much stuff, we didn’t need to take any chances. It was better to leave, right?”
Justin flung open the wrought-iron gate and it clanked against the fence. “Whatever. It would have been as easy to off her and not be rushed. I’m sure we left behind things we can use.”
“Then we can go back,” said Palero. “That’s a great idea, J. We can go back.”
Justin was only half listening as the gang moved to the front yard. He looked over his shoulder at the house, the dark windows revealing nothing about what they’d done or what they’d failed to do. Twenty-four hours ago, he’d never killed another human. Now he was lamenting his failure to kill another.
He led the pack to the street and started back toward the path they’d taken into the neighborhood. He stopped at the edge of a cul-de-sac to his left and held up a fist for his companions to stop too. At the end of the street he saw twin beams of yellowish light. They looked like headlights.
“Hang on,” he told the group. “I wanna check something. You go ahead and I’ll catch up.”
Justin handed his bag to Palero and started jogging toward the cul-de-sac. When he reached the street, he edged onto the grass, picking his way amongst the manicured suburban landscaping that decorated every yard. He approached the end of the street and a smoky, sour scent filled his nostrils. In the faint moonlight and the added illumination of what he now knew were headlights, he could see the jagged outlines of charred homes. He counted three or four of them. Justin shrank behind a ligustrum hedge, tried to sip tiny, odor-avoiding breaths, and directed his attention toward the bright lights across the street.
It was hard to see faces, but he made out the figures of a half dozen people. They were loading up a Jeep or SUV of some kind. Justin could hear the low, steady rumble of the engine idling. He craned his neck to get a better look at the travelers prepping for their trip.
He eased from behind the ligustrum and found a spot next to a thick wax myrtle that hadn’t grown beyond much more than a shrub. He looked away from the lights and scanned the house behind it. It was a large home and sat back from the street on a pie-shaped lot. There was candlelight flickering on the ground floor. The second story was dark.
One by one, people climbed into the vehicle. As best as Justin could tell, there were three men, three women, and a kid, a boy who, from his size, didn’t look much smaller than a couple of those in his gang. Justin scanned the property again and nodded. He raised himself to a crouch and ran back toward the intersection of the cul-de-sac and the main neighborhood loop.
He rounded the corner and picked up speed. He was near the end of the loop when he caught the others’ shadows cast on the dark pavement and was breathless when he reached them.
“I’ve got our next target,” he said, his chest heaving. “The house at the end of the cul-de-sac. Everyone’s leaving.”
“How do you know?” Palero asked, walking alongside his winded dictator.
“They’ve got a truck that’s working,” Justin said, slinging the bag from one shoulder to the other. “They’re loading up into it and taking off. We hit it tomorrow right after the sun goes down.”
Palero angled closer to Justin and lowered his voice. “We need to do that?” he asked. “The guys are all spooked. Plus we got plenty tonight. Enough to get us by for a while.”
Justin shook his head. “You don’t get it,” he said. “A while ain’t gonna cut it. This is the new world. We either take it by the throat, get what we can while we can, or we die like dogs. You wanna die like a dog?”
Palero tugged on a belt loop and hitched his pants up over his hips. He looked ahead at the younger members of the gang, all of whom were hauling as much as they could carry.
“Well, do you?” Justin pressed.
“No,” said Palero.
“No what?”
“I don’t wanna die like a dog.”
“Then you gotta do what I say,” said Justin. “Stop doubting me. Do what I say and I’ll make sure you get what’s coming.”
 



CHAPTER 20
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 9:18 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The seven people leaving Jackie Shepard’s home were filtering in and out, getting into and out of Rick’s truck.
She and her children, Marie and Chris, along with the remaining guests—Betty Brown; her son, Brian; and Rick’s woman-du-jour Nikki—were huddled around the island, talking strategy. Nikki suggested someone always keep watch over the property. The rest could sleep in shifts.
Jackie thought it overkill, but didn’t want to argue. If Nikki wanted to pull the first all-nighter, more power to her.
Jackie stood as an observer, preferring to watch Nikki and Betty Brown discuss the particulars of home defense and rationing rather than participate in a useless discussion. Her concern was the well-being of her two children and, more importantly, her husband’s return. With Chris home from his camping trip and the overflow crowd about to leave, Jackie didn’t much care about anything else other than her nuclear family. Her attention had drifted from the comings and goings of those leaving and the heated discussion at her kitchen island when voices became too loud to ignore.
“I think we should have the weapons ready,” Nikki said. “The longer this goes, the worse it gets. We’ve already determined that.”
Betty Brown slapped her palm onto the granite island. Her face was red, her features drawn tight. “I don’t want weapons around my son,” she argued. “I’ve made that clear. I’ve already told Jackie my thoughts on this and—”
“Hold up, Betty,” said Jackie. “There’s no need to get excited. I know you don’t like guns, but as I told you already, and as Nikki is telling you now, we need them.”
Betty pursed her lips. Her hands curled into fists pressed against the island. “And I told you,” she said, her sarcasm spewing, “it’s dangerous and unnecessary.”
A smile leaking patience stretched flatly across Jackie’s face. “Betty,” she said, maintaining the smile, “this is my home. I’d love for you to stay, but if you have a problem with what we’re doing here in my home, you can leave. It’s that simple.”
Betty huffed, “Well, I—”
“Well you what?” asked Rick. He’d returned with Kenny at his side.
Betty stood from her spot at the island and pouted her way across the family room and up the stairs. She stood at the top of the steps and called down to her son. “Brian?”
Brian lowered his head and mumbled. He flapped his hands at his sides and scurried up the stairs to join his mother.
Rick shrugged. “Something I said?”
Nikki sighed. “She doesn’t like the idea of guns. I told her we should be as prepared as we can be.”
“I told her she could leave if she didn’t like it,” added Jackie. “It’s the second time I’ve told her that.”
Rick chuckled. “We’re loaded to the gills,” he said. “Couldn’t take her if I wanted to. But I don’t.”
“Should you be saying that in front of Kenny?” asked Jackie.
“I’ve heard worse,” Kenny said.
“I can imagine,” Jackie said and shifted her attention back to Rick. “You ready to roll?”
“We are. You’re joining us once Clayton gets home, right?”
Jackie folded her arms across her chest. She suddenly felt chilled. “That’s the plan. It depends on NASA too.”
Rick glanced at Nikki. “And you?”
“I’ll find you,” she said. “One way or another.”
Rick nodded and backed up a couple of steps. Jackie followed him but stopped at the front door.
“Rick,” she said as he stepped from the porch, “thanks again for bringing Chris home.”
Rick smiled an acknowledgment, walked to his 1978 Jeep Cherokee Chief, and slid into the driver’s seat. He pulled the door shut, the interior dome light shut off, and he shifted into gear, pulling out of the driveway and onto the street. Within a few seconds, the Jeep disappeared down the street and onto the main loop.
Jackie didn’t want to admit it to herself, but she’d have rather he stayed. Rick, for as much of a womanizing juvenile as he could be, was a good guy. He’d have helped her. Plus, having Kenny in the house to occupy Chris and keep his mind off Clayton would have been good too. Now she was in a house with two kids, three women, and a young man on the autistic spectrum.
“It is what it is,” she said and closed the front door.
***
Rick spun the wheel and accelerated onto the neighborhood’s main loop. He checked his mirrors out of habit and nudged the man sitting in the front passenger’s seat.
“You good, Mumphrey?”
Mumphrey rubbed his jaw and smacked his lips. “I’m as good as good can be. Like I said, this ain’t gonna be easy. But I’ll be happy when we get there.”
“Me too, Dad,” chimed Kenny. He was squeezed between his father and Mumphrey in what wasn’t really a seat. The wide armrest was folded up and served as a seat back.
Rick put his hand on Kenny’s knee and squeezed. “I’m with both of you,” he said. “The sooner we find this place, the better.”
“How long will it be?” Kenny asked.
Candace was sitting behind Rick and answered. She pulled herself forward using Rick’s headrest and poked her head to the front. “Coupland is normally about three hours,” she said. “It’s right off Highway 71.”
“It’ll take longer than three hours,” said Rick. “I’m not driving the speed limit. And we don’t know what kind of obstacles we’ll find along the way. But it’s somewhere between eight and ten o’clock. I figure we’ll be there before the sun comes up.”
“You think it’ll be that long?” asked Karen. She was between Candace and Lana Buck in the middle seat. Reggie was huddled in the flatbed by himself amongst the supplies.
“I’m guessing,” said Rick, looking at his ex-wife in the rearview mirror. “I don’t really know.”
Rick reached the end of the loop where it met with a four-lane road. He turned right and accelerated again, picking up speed. He flicked on the high beams as he came upon a group of teenagers walking along the side of the road. They were heading in the same direction, away from the neighborhood, their arms were full of boxes and bags. One of them carried a full sack that resembled a pillowcase.
“They look shady,” said Mumphrey, craning his neck as they passed the group.
Rick followed them in the mirrors as long as he could. One of them was pointing at his Jeep, jabbing his finger in the air repeatedly. Something in his gut agreed with Mumphrey and told him the gang of kids was bad news, that he should turn around and head back to Jackie’s. But as he had so often in his life, he ignored his gut. He didn’t listen to the voice in his head reminding him of right and wrong, good and bad. Rick pressed the gas and stayed the course toward the promise of a prepper’s paradise.
 



CHAPTER 21
SUNDAY, JANUARY 26, 2020, 9:06 PM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Until now, Vihaan Chandra had never noticed the words on the gray granite dedication stone inside Denver International Airport’s Jeppesen terminal. As he and the growing gathering of others awaited permission to descend another level and board the airport’s terminal train, he’d studied the precise language. It gave him chills.
The capstone was dedicated on March 19, 1994, nearly twenty-six years earlier. Chandra was a teenager at the time and didn’t live in Colorado, so he wouldn’t have remembered the ceremony. He envisioned what it was like, with countless dignitaries and members of the design team all congratulating themselves on the wonderfully overpriced transportation hub. The mayor of Denver, Wellington Webb, Governor Roy Romer, and the Secretary of Transportation Federico Peña all had their names inscribed in the stone. Chandra crouched down and ran his fingers across the etched lettering and the promise of a time capsule buried underneath.
THE TIME CAPSULE BENEATH THIS STONE CONTAINS MESSAGES AND MEMORABILIA TO THE PEOPLE OF COLORADO IN 2094.
There was nothing odd about a time capsule, and nothing strange about a plan to unearth it a century later. What was odd, however, was the symbol at the center of the stone, beneath the time capsule paragraph. It was a large G set between a compass and a ruler. It was the symbol of the Freemasons, a secret organization that, on the surface, was an order of men established to help society, but was also long believed to have its shadowy reach extend deep into the halls of power from the earliest days of American government. Their influence was legendary. More bothersome, however, was the recognition of the contributions of another group: the New World Airport Commission.
“New World?” Chandra whispered to himself as he ran his fingers across the letters. “As in New World Order?”
He thought about what Treadgold had mentioned hours earlier, that the Descent Protocol was an excuse and not a reason.
An excuse for what? A New World Order?
Chandra stood from the plaque and backed away. He wove his way through the crowd mindlessly, leaving his group behind, until he spotted an unusual painting on the terminal wall. It wasn’t new to him. He’d passed by the mural-sized artwork countless times, but like the capstone, he’d never taken the time to give it attention.
It was titled In Peace and Harmony With Nature and at first blush was a brightly colored celebration of children and animals interacting with one another. When viewed alongside its companion pieces, however, it took on a much more sinister interpretation.
Together, the three pieces, painted by artist Leo Tanguma, offered a fiery glimpse into an apocalyptic future rife with bio warfare, armed Nazi-esque soldiers, and reminders of the Holocaust. Chandra felt as though his eyes were open for the first time, as if a veil was lifted and he was seeing clearly the clues hidden in plain sight.
He stumbled back through the crowd and found his way to Treadgold. His boss was talking with the security specialist Bert Martin.
“Excuse me,” he said, tugging on Treadgold’s sleeve. “I need to speak with you. Sorry, Bert.”
“No worries,” said Bert, adjusting the backpack strap and tugging on the tail of his barn jacket. “Our conversation wasn’t worth a Zack. Have at it.”
Treadgold’s eyes popped wide and his jaw dropped. He put his hands on the scientist’s shoulders. “Are you okay, Chandra? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
Chandra looked at Treadgold’s hand on his shoulder, focusing on the large ring he’d often seen his boss twisting in a nervous habit. He nodded blankly, and as Treadgold moved his hands away, Chandra saw the detail of the ring. At its center was the masonic logo he’d seen on the granite dedication marker.
Treadgold looked at the ring himself and dipped his hands into his pockets. He stepped back from Chandra. “What’s wrong, Vihaan?”
Chandra looked over both shoulders, scanning the crowd for anyone watching him. He lowered his voice. “This is what you were talking about, isn’t it? This place.”
“What do you mean?”
Chandra hesitated and scanned the room again. He spoke through his teeth like a ventriloquist. “This place,” he stressed. “The airport. This was built with the end of the world in mind.”
Treadgold stepped forward. “Yes,” he whispered. “It was.”
“Who built it?”
Treadgold pulled his hands from his pockets, clasping them together and rubbing one thumb with the other. “The US government…and other interested parties.”
Chandra’s eyes flashed at the ring. “Like the Masons?”
Treadgold looked at his hands. “Like the Masons. And others who have an interest in seeing society continue beyond an irreparable disaster.”
“So there’s always been a plan to provide for the few and leave the rest of the world to cannibalize itself?”
“Not always. I told you, Vihaan, the CME that hit and the one only hours away now were an excuse to activate the protocol. We’ve been waiting for something to trigger…”
“Trigger what?”
“A renewal.”
Chandra was trembling. The numbness in his feet had spread up his legs. He was wobbly. “What does that mean?” he asked, leaning on a nearby pillar. “And how do you know all of this?”
“It means the world is getting too crowded. If Mother Nature hadn’t taken care of the problem, we’d have done it mechanically or virally. Thankfully it didn’t come to that.”
Tears welled in Chandra’s eyes. The realization that the world he knew and the one in which he was about to live were under the influence of Oz made him nauseous. He tasted bile in the back of his throat. “Virally?”
Treadgold gently took Chandra’s arm above the elbow and steadied him. He took another step closer to the scientist. “You asked me how I know this.”
Chandra nodded. His tears spilled from his eyes and raced down his cheeks.
“I know because I’m an employee of one of those interested parties,” he said. “There are many of us sprinkled throughout the traditional government. We’re placed in spots from which we observe and react.”
“Many of you?”
Treadgold smiled. “I should correct myself. There were many of us. The government doesn’t really exist in its same form anymore. Not as of the initiation of the Descent Protocol.”
Chandra’s eyes drifted up toward the ground level and the main concourse. “So what happens up there?”
Treadgold shrugged. “Who knows? My pay grade only allows me so much information. I’m not at a level where I have all of the answers.”
“Guess.”
“Guess? Okay.” Treadgold chuckled. “The military will enforce some semblance of order for as long as necessary, which I imagine will quickly disintegrate. Then, as I’ve said and you’ve suggested, it’s every man, woman, and child for himself.”
“Why are you telling me this? Why me? I’m not anybody.”
Treadgold looked at the scientist incredulously. “That’s an odd question. I’m telling you, Vihaan, because you asked. And because there’s nothing you can do about it now anyway. You’re here. I picked you because you’re smart. Until recently I found you levelheaded, and you have no familial attachments. I can always change my mind and send you back to the surface if you’d prefer.”
Chandra’s mind swam with questions and visions of Dante’s Inferno. Then Van Cleaf was on the loudspeaker. She stood on a security conveyor belt and spoke directly into a megaphone.
“Attention, please.” She waited for the crowd to quiet. “The train is arriving in a moment. I need everyone from my bus aboard the train. You’ll enter the cars, find an open seat or handrail, and await further instructions.”
“Where are the trains taking us?” Chandra asked Treadgold.
The boss tilted his head to one side. “I’ve answered enough questions for now, don’t you think?”
 



CHAPTER 22
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
73 DAYS, 22 HOURS, 2 MINUTES, 37 SECONDS
JASPER, ALBERTA, CANADA
Clayton emerged from the bathroom, tugging at his waistband. His pants felt decidedly more comfortable than they did when he’d entered the dark stall. It was the first time in ten and a half weeks he’d relieved himself aided by gravity.
For all its technical marvel, the ISS wasn’t designed by Kohler. The toilets, one on the American side and one on the Russian side, were crude at best. The only privacy was a thin partition, which did virtually nothing to contain the noise and odor of nature’s most basic functions.
The toilet, while brilliantly designed, lacked comfort. To urinate, both men and women used a vacuum with a suction attachment that looked like a fighter pilot’s oxygen mask. They’d apply the mask to the appropriate location and hope that everything went where it was supposed to go. The toilet seat contained a relatively small hole, also with vacuum suction, that also provided its challenges. There were a lot of cleaning supplies for mishaps. Using an earthbound bathroom was a treat in the midst of the hellish adversity in which he found himself.
Clayton limped toward the windows. He pressed his nose to the cold glass and scanned the red-hued darkness outside. The aurora was undulating in the sky and the cloud cover gave it the appearance of strawberry-flavored milk swirling in a glass. He cupped his hands around his eyes and looked as far in each direction as he could. There was no sign of anyone or anything. A gust of wind howled outside and the windows flexed in response. Clayton stepped back and leaned on his good leg.
Steve Kremer couldn’t be far now. They’d spoken twice since Steve had left his home. Both times, Steve had indicated he was making good progress toward Jasper and the Columbia Icefield visitors’ center.
“The roads are dotted with dead cars and trucks,” Steve had said. “It’s as if time stopped.”
“Have you seen any people?” Clayton had asked.
“A couple. They were at a filling station I passed. Nobody on the roads. You ever read those Left Behind books? The ones about the rapture?”
“I never did. I know what you’re talking about though. They were bestsellers.”
“This reminds me of that. All the believers disappeared, planes and cars crashed, and the nonbelievers were left behind to live through Armageddon.”
Clayton had ended the first conversation at that. He didn’t like the idea of a Hell on Earth, of his wife and children by themselves without protection. He also didn’t want to think about his own salvation. Not right now. Considering whether or not he’d done enough to earn entry into Heaven was too much.
He’d promised his father he’d meet him there. When he’d envisioned his twin sister, eternally an eighth-grade math whiz and select soccer star, he saw her in a beautifully pristine, carefree place best described as Heaven.
He and Jackie were what people at their church called twice-a-year Christians. They went to services on Easter and Christmas Eve. That was the extent of it.
Clayton thought about their casual approach to religion and how that might affect their survival in this new world. He didn’t doubt the existence of a higher power. He’d seen proof of it from the cupola, looking back at the blue, green, and white sphere that spun beneath him. Still, facing his mortality wasn’t something he was prepared to do. There were more pressing concerns.
The second conversation with Steve had been shorter. It was a status check and gave Clayton hope he wouldn’t be stuck in Jasper much longer. His radio was nearly dead, precluding him from having a long chat with Steve or from scanning frequencies to try to contact anyone else.
Finally, as he was about to give up his sentry at the window, a pale white light cut a wide path through the darkness. It was moving and was, without a doubt, his new best friend.
Clayton pumped his fists with excitement, sighed with relief, and limped to the entrance. A blast of wickedly cold air unexpectedly hit him in the face as he opened the door. He winced, zipped his jacket up to his chin, and pulled on the hood. Using the flashlight, he descended the wooden stairs and crunched through the snow on the way to Steve’s pickup truck.
Steve left the engine running and the lights on as he hopped from his truck and trudged around the front of it to greet Clayton. He extended a hand and offered a wide, warm smile.
Steve was tall and thin. He had gray hair and carried a quiet confidence. “Mr. Livingstone, I presume?”
Clayton laughed as much at the historical reference as he did that Steve had no idea how apropos it was. He took Steve’s hand and pulled him close for a one-armed hug.
“I can’t thank you enough,” Clayton said. “You risked your life for mine.”
Steve stepped back and sniffed. He rubbed his nose with the back of his wrist. “Not really,” he said with a wink. “I needed to get out and stretch my legs.”
“Let’s get out of the cold for a second,” said Clayton, his eyes watering from a gust of wind blowing from the glacier across the highway. He waved Steve the short distance from his truck to the steps and into the building. Once inside, Clayton pulled off his hood.
“It’s not much warmer in here, is it?” Steve asked, following Clayton toward the service desk in the middle of the space.
“Not really, but at least there’s no wind.”
They stopped at the desk, and Steve, who was wearing an oversized red parka that stretched to his knees, planted his hands on his hips. He surveyed the packs on the floor and then looked back toward the truck.
“We should have plenty of room in the bed for your things. No problem there. Anything else you got? We can start loading up lickety-split.”
Clayton hesitated before answering. “There is something else.”
Steve scanned the space around him, narrowing his eyes to see in the relative dark. “Sure. What is it?”
“I told you I crashed,” said Clayton, “and while that is true, it’s not entirely forthcoming.”
Steve cocked his head like a bird in anticipation. “Okay…?”
“I’m an astronaut,” said Clayton, exhaling as he spoke. “And I was on the International Space Station.”
Steve chuckled until apparently realizing Clayton wasn’t kidding. “Oh?”
“We lost power an instant before you did here on Earth,” Clayton explained. “I had to figure out how to deploy the Soyuz. I did. But I didn’t have any real guidance. That’s why when I landed, I had no clue where I was.”
Steve folded his arms across his chest. He took a step away from Clayton but kept his eyes focused on the astronaut. His eyes danced between the packs stamped with Russian Cyrillic lettering and the most earnest expression Clayton could muster. “An astronaut?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “On the ISS?”
Clayton nodded and swallowed hard. “I wasn’t the only one aboard.”
Steve’s brow furrowed. He unfolded his arms, scratched his temples, and looked over his shoulder toward the building entrance.
“I am the only one who survived,” Clayton said. “Boris Voin, a cosmonaut, and Ben Greenwood, an astro—”
Steve’s eyes widened. “Ben Greenwood? He died?”
“You know him?”
“I know of him,” said Steve. “I did talk with him once. I accidentally caught him on the HAM up there.” Steve pointed up. His eyes followed, looking past the ceiling and toward the orbit of the dying ISS. “He answered a couple of my questions. I’ve watched some of his YouTube videos. He did one a few years ago that explained how you sleep up there. He’s dead?”
Clayton blinked back a surprising well of tears. “Yes. He and Boris were on a spacewalk when a coronal mass ejection hit the station. I tried to save them.”
“So they’re still…up there?”
Clayton shifted his weight to his bad leg and then back to his good one. Looking at the floor, he shook his head. “I brought them with me. I couldn’t leave them.”
The color drained from Steve’s face and he gasped. Again, he spun around, looking for signs of Clayton’s crewmates. His complexion morphed from ghostly white to aurora green.
Clayton ended the unnecessary suspense. His lips quivered. “They’re outside.”
Steve took another step away from Clayton. “Did you bury them?”
Clayton shook his head. “I know it sounds morbid and strange, but I can’t leave them. I feel a real sense of responsibility to get them home. I can’t really explain it.”
Steve drew a hand to his face, covering his nose and mouth. Clayton wasn’t sure what more to say to him. He knew how crazy he sounded. He knew it would have been better to have given Steve a heads-up that he intended to commandeer his truck as a hearse, but if he had, what were the chances the benevolent Canadian would have risked his own safety to come get him? It was a lose-lose proposition.
“Look,” Clayton said, “I get that you’re probably freaked out. You don’t know me. You can’t verify what I’m telling you. Google doesn’t work. But you are my only salvation here, and if you’re okay with it, I’d like to put their bodies in the truck bed and take them with us back to Red Deer.”
Steve pointed at the packs on the floor. “One condition,” he said. “I get to keep that thing.”
“It’s yours,” said Clayton. “Thank you.”
Steve crouched down and picked up his trinket, turning it over in his hands. “What is it exactly?”
“It’s a TP-82,” said Clayton, “a combination pistol and axe. Boris brought it up with him. I found it in his stuff.”
Steve held up the relic. “You know I’d help you even if you didn’t give me this,” he said. “I came all this way and, the truth of the matter is, your story is way too wacky to be a lie.”
Clayton wiped the tears from his eyes with the back of his hand and grabbed one of the packs. Steve picked up the other and the two of them marched to the exit.
“No offense intended here,” said Steve as he lugged the heavy pack over one shoulder while gripping the TP-82 in the other, “but something smells a little rank.”
Clayton looked over his shoulder at Steve and kept limping along. “Russian space food. It tastes better than it smells, except for the fish Veracruz.”
Steve rushed ahead of Clayton to get to the door first. He spun around and walked the last few steps backwards. He pushed his backside into the door and nudged it open. A violent gust of wind blew through the opening and knocked Steve off-balance. He managed to keep his footing and held the door ajar as Clayton thanked him and moved gingerly onto the icy wooden platform leading to the stairs. The wind speeding off the edge of the glacier was icy and virtually blinding.
“You’re limping,” Steve said loudly above the wail.
Clayton lowered his head to avoid the ice-laced wind. It felt like a sandblaster. “Wolves,” he said. “Up on the ice field.”
“Wolves?” Steve let the door slap closed behind him and shuffled his boots to the first step.
“Yes, wolves.”
“Huh,” said Steve. “Usually they’ll stay away from people. “What did you say?”
Clayton reached the first landing and stopped. He faced Steve. It was too hard to hear him otherwise. Steve plodded down another pair of steps and drew even with Clayton on the landing. “I said wolves usually stay away from people. They don’t like to engage. They’d much prefer to go after easy kills. Things that are already dead.”
Clayton adjusted the pack on his shoulder and stepped with his good leg first down another flight of steps. Steve was right next to him. The truck was only twenty feet from the bottom steps. Clayton tightened his grip on the pack and navigated the final steps. His legs and lower back burned. His neck and shoulders ached. He managed one last feat of strength and heaved the pack from his shoulder and into the truck bed. Steve did the same and moved close to Clayton, their backs to the wind.
“This wind really picked up,” Steve said. “It wasn’t this bad when I got here. Gusty, sure, but not like this.”
“I’m sorry,” Clayton said distractedly. His mind had already moved to the next, even more undesirable task.
“I’ll survive,” said Steve. “We Canadians have a lot of pluck.”
“The bodies are over there,” Clayton said. He motioned toward the front side of the staircase. “I hid them.”
Steve started toward the temporary mausoleum. He carried the pistol axe with confidence and marched past Clayton, picking up and planting his boots in the icy snow. The wind changed directions and blew the top layers of snow into spinning funnels.
Clayton pulled his hood lower on his head and tucked his chin into the fully zipped collar. He followed Steve back to the fence-like boards he’d damaged and haphazardly replaced. Steve pulled away one of the boards and ducked under the stairs, disappearing into the black.
Clayton limped to the opening and pulled himself into the space. He clicked his flashlight and shone the light onto the bodies. Steve looked at Clayton with both fear and sympathy.
“They’re horrible,” said Steve. His voice was much easier to hear with the stairs blocking most of the wind. “I mean, it’s horrible. They…it’s…I’ve never seen a dead body.”
Clayton couldn’t say the same. A nightmarish image of his twin sister’s body flashed in his mind. He blinked it away and took another step closer to Steve. “I’m sorry you have to do this,” he said. “You didn’t know what you were getting into when you offered your help.”
Steve shrugged. “What do we do? Drag them, I guess?”
“That’s what I’ve been doing.”
Steve motioned his head toward the glacier. “All the way from there? You dragged them off the glacier?”
Clayton nodded and grabbed one of the bungee cords. He showed Steve what he’d fashioned for the haul and started dragging Ben’s body into the open. Steve took the cord attached to Boris’s Soyuz chair and followed Clayton’s lead. Instead of pulling the chair backward, as Clayton was doing, Steve pulled the chair with the cord over his shoulder.
A blast of wind hit Clayton’s back the moment he emerged from the hiding spot. All he could hear was the whip and howl of a sustained gust that had to be forty miles per hour. Clayton, favoring his injured leg, lost his balance as he tried to stand. He fell onto his back, the bungee still wrapped around his hand. His body sank into the snow.
He glanced up at the milky pink sky for an instant, content to rest his leg for a moment and avoid the wind. His hood blocked one eye, the fur tickling his lashes. He picked up his head, looking back toward the stairs and finding Steve standing outside the opening. The Canadian had dropped the bungee and was waving his hands. He was saying something, but Clayton couldn’t hear it above the sharp whistle of the wind.
Clayton fumbled with the snow at either side of his body until he gripped the flashlight. Its beam was buried in the snow until he pulled it free and aimed it at Steve’s face. Steve winced at the light and averted his eyes, but Clayton could see something was wrong. The veins in Steve’s neck bulged and strained as he yelled.
“You—hind—you—ton—hind!”
Clayton struggled to understand the urgency. He mouthed the words as he saw them. They didn’t make sense.
“—oove—be—don’t—still!”
Clayton pushed himself into a seated position and saw Steve was looking past him, toward the glacier. Steve raised the TP-82 with one shaky hand. Clayton spun around, the beam of light tracking with him.
He saw the eyes first, reflecting the LED light. They glowed with primal intent. No more than ten feet from him, crouched aggressively and seemingly ready to pounce, was a trio of snarling, drooling wolves. No sooner had he locked eyes with one of them when it leapt forward, covering the distance in a remarkably impossible second. The wolf caught Clayton’s coat, tearing it away from his right arm and spinning Clayton back into the snow.
He felt it whipping its head, tearing away the fabric until it found flesh. Clayton twisted and swung wildly with the flashlight, connecting its base with the side of the wolf’s face. It yelped and retreated for an instant, then shook off the hit and lunged forward again. With the bungee still wrapped around one hand, Clayton pulled the cord taut. The cord caught the animal at its neck, above its shoulders, and Clayton rolled away from the beast, wrapping the cord over its head. The wolf fought, struggling to free itself, its jaws snapping and its head shaking wildly.
Clayton tightened his grip on the cord, dropping the flashlight and using both hands to stretch the elasticity of the cord. It was tangled around the wolf’s neck, snout, and one of its forelegs. As it struggled, its back claws found Clayton’s leg wound and dragged across it, ripping open the sutures. He screamed in pain, his cry muffled by the wind. It strengthened his resolve as a burning wave of instinctive anger coursed through his body. He pulled tighter on the cord. The animal gagged and choked. It coughed against the tightening bungee and swung its head from side to side. Clayton heard a series of loud pops die in the wind as he rolled away from the weakening attack from the wolf. He gave the cord one last long pull and felt the animal kick. It jerked violently and gagged, a choked whimper leaked from its mouth, and it stopped moving.
Clayton rolled over, unwrapped the cord from his bruised hands, and dragged himself free from the wolf. It wasn’t until he was able to focus that he saw the animal was bloodied.
Steve was standing above him, the Russian pistol axe smoking in his hand. He’d put three bullets in the wolf and scared away the other two. He reached out and offered Clayton his hand.
“I’d have shot him sooner,” he said, “but you kept rolling every which way. I was afraid I was going to hit you.”
Clayton thanked Steve and used his shoulder to gain his balance as he tried to stand upright. A laser bolt of pain shot from his foot up into his groin when he tried putting weight on his injured leg.
Steve put his arm around Clayton’s waist and looked down. His eyes widened. “You’re bleeding! Did I hit you? Are you shot?”
Clayton shook his head and winced. “No, the wolf got me. I think it ripped the stitches with its hind foot. Caught them with its claws.”
“I was trying to warn you,” said Steve. “But this damn wind. It’s too much.”
“We gotta get Boris and Ben to the truck,” Clayton said. “I can make it the short distance if you hand me the cord.”
“Don’t you wanna rest a second?” asked Steve. “I can get the bodies. One at a time, I’ll pull them over.”
Clayton waved him off. “No. Thank you. I can do it. I got them this far. I can help get them to the truck.”
Steve reluctantly let go of Clayton and then handed him the bungee attached to Ben’s chair. One laborious step at a time, Clayton inched his way to the truck. Steve helped him load both bodies into the bed and the two of them climbed into the truck. They rode silently for a half hour while Clayton worked on his wound, awkwardly re-stitching the hole in his leg. When he was finished, he lay back on the headrest and closed his eyes. He held his hands at the heater vents, flexing his fingers and absorbing the warmth into his stiff joints.
“Steve,” he said, his voice hoarse from having yelled against the wind, “I can’t thank you enough. You’re a real hero.”
Steve’s eyes stayed on the road ahead. He was leaning into the wheel, both of his hands gripping it tightly. “I’m a hero?” He laughed. “Yeah, right. I’m a regular fella with a truck that works, a decent HAM radio, and a cool new pistol axe. You’re the hero.”
“Hero?” Clayton asked. “Yeah, right. I’m a guy who fell from the sky.”
 



CHAPTER 23
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 5:18 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Justin awoke with Wanda’s leg draped over his. He was on his back and her hand was under his shirt, flat on his bare chest, her fingers tangled in the tufts of hair that curled between his defined pecs.
It was cold in the house and he pulled the thin sheet up over their bodies and closed his heavy eyes. He could taste his stale breath in his mouth as he tried to work himself back to sleep. He’d been dreaming of something good, but he couldn’t quite remember what it was. All he knew was that he hadn’t slept long enough.
As he dug himself deeper under the sheet and more closely against Wanda’s warm body, the previous night’s events flooded back into his mind and clouded any chance of recalling the dream. He was stuck here now. He was awake.
Justin blinked open his eyes and wiped away the crusty sleep in their corners. Wanda pressed her hips against him. She purred.
He ran his hand along her bare thigh, his fingers drifting closer to the thin lace covering parts of her body. As he neared the target area, her hand slid from his chest and gently thwarted his advance.
“I’m tired,” she cooed. “Go back to sleep.”
Justin pushed her leg from atop his body and rolled away from her. She protested, trying to pull him closer, but he draped his arm off the mattress and onto the floor. He traced doodles into the thin film of dust and began making plans.
They’d been lucky so far. Despite his lack of skill, Justin had managed a good haul of food, medicine, and supplies. They’d taken enough from the old woman to last the gang a couple of weeks. Added to what he’d taken from the woman he’d killed and what they already had in the house, he guessed there was enough for close to a month. It was a good start. This apocalypse, or whatever it was, was a Godsend for Justin Watson.
He’d never had much. His earliest memories were with a single mother and an absent father. The truth was, he’d never met the man. His mother either hadn’t known his name or wouldn’t reveal it to her son. Then she’d gone to prison and Justin had bounced from foster home to foster home until nobody would have him. He’d been labeled hostile and aggressive. So he’d couch-surfed staying days or weeks at a time in the homes of friends at school. He’d stayed in school for the free meals. When Wanda had gotten pregnant, he’d dropped out and gotten a job. He didn’t really love the girl. She was overbearing and emasculating. But he’d been determined not to disappear, as his father had.
With his growing family, his gang, and jobs at a cell phone store and as an overnight grocery stocker, he’d been on the right track. Then he got caught stealing diapers from the store, and the cell phone store went corporate. He was out of work and angry. Odd jobs hadn’t provided much in the weeks leading up to the apocalypse. They were late on rent and had more bills than they could pay. Then the lights went out and he’d seen an opportunity. The quicker he took advantage, the better off he’d be.
He’d overestimated his abilities, however, and twice made things more difficult than they’d needed to be. Tonight would be different. He and his boys would raid the empty house the people in the Jeep left behind. They could even set up shop and use it as a base of operations as they systematically pilfered from every home in the neighborhood. One at a time, they could scout the next target. They could be smart about it and not put themselves at risk.
Wanda’s hand snaked inside his shirt and she raked her fingernails up his back. It sent a shudder up Justin’s spine.
“What are you thinking about?” she asked, the sleep thick in her voice. “How good you did last night?”
“I’m thinking about the next hit,” he said without rolling over to face her. “It could be a good one.”
“Same neighborhood I told you about?”
Justin clenched his jaw. He curled his fingers into a claw on the floor. He grumbled an unintelligible response.
“What?”
“I said yes.”
She swirled her fingers in a circle on his back. “I knew it would be good. Those people have more than they need. They’re rich. They got big houses with too many rooms. I bet a lot of them have nice jewelry too.”
Justin pulled away from her touch and rolled over to face her. “Jewelry?”
Her eyebrows knitted, and she sneered. “Jeww-ell-ree. Rings. Watches. Necklaces. Earrings.”
“I know what jewelry is,” Justin said. “I don’t get your point. We need things that matter: food, water, clothing, guns, knives.”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh, like you can’t find a nice little something for the mother of your child? Seriously? You have the time to go back to a woman’s house and kill her because she disrespected you, but you can’t—”
“Enough!” he snapped and pushed her away. He ripped the sheet from his body and slid onto the floor.
“Don’t you touch me, Justin,” she said. “You don’t touch me like that.”
Justin ignored her. He pulled on his jeans, snapped them at the waist, and pulled on a University of Houston sweatshirt. She was still chastising him when he stomped from the bedroom and down the hall. The baby started crying and Justin, for a split second, considered turning around to comfort his child. He didn’t. He kept marching to the kitchen. Palero was there, eating a bowl of dry cereal.
“She at you again?” Palero asked through a mouthful of Cap’n Crunch.
Justin opened the room-temperature refrigerator and yanked a beer from the door. He popped the tab and sipped the foamy spillage from the edge of the drink. It was warm and bitter, but he downed half the can then set it on the counter with a carbonated belch. He wiped his mouth with the sweatshirt sleeve and licked the front of his teeth.
“She wants jewelry,” he said.
“Why? We need other stuff. Not gold and diamonds.”
Justin took another pull of the beer, finishing it. He crunched the can in his hand and angrily tossed it to the floor.
“That’s what I said,” Justin explained and picked another beer from the fridge. “She didn’t want to hear it. Told me I could get what we need and what she wants.”
Palero set down his bowl. “We hitting that empty house tonight? The one at the end of the dead end street with the big houses?”
Justin nodded, gulping down the second can. He emptied it, squeezed it, and tossed it onto the floor next to the other can. His head suddenly felt light, his fingers tingled, and his building rage dissipated.
“What do we do until then?” asked Palero. “We got, like, twelve hours until the sun goes down.”
“We chill,” said Justin. He reached into the icebox for a third warm beer and tossed it to Palero, who fumbled it against his chest. “Drink up.”
Palero pursed his lips. “It’s, like, six o’clock in the morning, J.”
Justin squeezed his face into a disapproving scowl. “And?”
“I’m just—”
“Don’t judge,” Justin sneered. “I got enough of that. Drink the beer.”
Palero swallowed hard and tapped the top of the can with his finger. He popped it open and brought it to his lips, taking a short sip.
Justin took a giant step toward Palero and glowered. He put his fingers on the bottom edge of the can and tipped it toward Palero’s mouth. “Drink the beer.”
 



CHAPTER 24
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 8:01 AM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Jackie answered the knock at the door. She wondered if she looked as tired as the couple standing on her front porch. Pop Vickers had deep, swollen circles under his eyes. His wife Nancy wore a frown deeply burrowed into her cheeks. It framed her chin as would a Fu Manchu mustache. Both of them carried bags on their shoulders, and there were three large suitcases at their feet.
Pop’s brows arched to a point. “Is it too early?”
All sense of time had evaporated. Jackie was perpetually tired and got only snippets of sleep through the night. She’d awoken twenty minutes earlier and taken over watch from Nikki, who had boarded up the windows with pieces of plywood and plastic bin covers she’d found in the garage.
She smiled at her neighbors. “Of course not,” she said, glancing at their belongings. “Are you leaving?”
The Vickers exchanged looks. “We were robbed last night,” said Pop. “We don’t feel safe in our home anymore.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jackie said. “What can I do to help?”
Pop bit his lip. “Could we stay with you?” He machine-gunned a list of reasons why they wouldn’t be any trouble to her. She could help them.
Jackie waved him off and tried to assure him it was fine. “You’ve always been good to us,” she said and stepped onto the porch to get one of the suitcases. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you need.”
Pop and Nancy exhaled, blowing out relief. They moved into the house, thanking Jackie profusely.
“Have you heard from Clayton?” Pop asked, unzipping his jacket.
Jackie shook her head and placed the suitcase on the floor next to the rest of the Vickers’s’ belongings. “Not yet. We know that a Soyuz left the ISS and somebody was on board. That’s about all.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Pop. “I’ve lost my communication with the outside world or I’d try to help.”
“They took all of his radios,” said Nancy. “Batteries, flashlights, and most of our food.”
Pop waved his hand over the bags on the floor. “We do have some food, some paper products, coffee, and other stuff that might contribute a little. It’s not much. Also, I’ve got a couple of weapons with me. Shotgun is unloaded and in that large duffel. Hope that’s okay.”
Jackie motioned to the kitchen and led the couple toward the island. “It’s fine,” she said. “What happened exactly? Were you home when they broke in?”
Pop and Nancy took seats on the island barstools. Pop sank onto the chair. The quartet of parallel lines that ran across his broad forehead appeared more deeply etched than Jackie remembered them. His eyelids were heavier. His hands were more spotted, his skin paper thin and riddled with age spots. His Marine Corps tattoo was faded to gray. He’d always seemed much younger than his age, but looking at him now, Jackie thought him brittle.
“We were home,” said Pop. “They had somebody at the front door and somebody at the back.”
“We hid in the closet upstairs,” said Nancy. “There were at least two of them in the house. Probably more.”
“Any idea who they were?”
“No,” said Pop. “Never saw their faces.”
“One of them wanted to hurt us,” Nancy said, her voice wavering. “We could hear him talking.”
“This happened last night?”
“Yeah,” said Pop. “You wouldn’t think the world would fall into chaos so fast. The power only went out three nights ago. It’s been a weekend and people are treating this like the end of the world. We lost power Friday. It’s Monday. It doesn’t make sense that the worst in man reveals itself so quickly.”
Jackie didn’t know what to say. The break-in had clearly affected Nancy. She was fidgeting uncomfortably in her seat, unable to sit still. She kept scratching her head and her arms. Her eyes danced across the room, unable to stay focused on one thing for more than a second or two. Pop, however, was suffering. Jackie could almost see the gears grinding inside his head, as if he could wrap his head around what had happened, that their idyllic life was upended such that they didn’t feel safe in their own home.
Jackie gently placed her hand on Pop’s back. “I think it’s the uncertainty,” she offered as an explanation. “None of us know how long the lights will be out, when we’ll get help, if the stores will reopen. It’s frightening. With a hurricane or flood, we know help is coming. We know the lights will eventually come back on.”
“It doesn’t speak well for humanity,” said Pop. “And this is coming from someone who thought he’d seen man’s worst.” He rubbed the faded tattoo on his arm.
“You’ve had a rough night,” Jackie said. “Why don’t you two get some sleep? I’m guessing you haven’t had any.”
“We haven’t,” Nancy confirmed.
“You can have my room. I changed the sheets. Everyone else is upstairs right now. It’ll be quiet. I’ll keep the door shut. I need to get a couple of things first.”
They thanked her again and Jackie went to her bedroom. From her closet she took a large Sears shopping bag. She whipped it open and then carried it to her bedside. From her nightstand she pulled out a box and slid it into the shopping bag. She didn’t need anyone knowing what she was doing.
She emerged from the bedroom and carried the bag with her back to the kitchen, setting it on the floor next to the island. The Vickers were at the front entry, gathering their bags.
“All done,” she called to them. “The bedroom is yours. When you wake up, you can move the bags into the guest room. Betty won’t mind. Just don’t tell her you have any guns.”
The couple slugged their bags to the bedroom and shut the door behind them. Jackie figured they’d be in there for three or four hours. Everyone else was still asleep, as far as she knew. Now was as good a time as any to do what she should have already done. The Vickers had unwittingly convinced her of what needed to happen now.
She picked up the bag, cradled its weight against her chest, and she went to the garage. She stumbled in the darkness, tripping across the settled, uneven concrete flooring, but found her way to Clayton’s workbench from memory. She fished for a pair of flashlights she knew he kept on its shelf and turned them on to illuminate the bench as best she could.
She reached into the bag and pulled out the heavy gauge steel box. It was a biometric safe. She set the safe on the workbench and slid four fingers into the depressed lid. The safe beeped and clicked and she pulled open the lid.
Inside the felt-lined box was a pair of handguns. One was a Glock 17. The other was a Glock 19. Both were reliable weapons that used the same nine-millimeter cartridges. The 19 had a shorter barrel and grip by comparison and was Jackie’s choice for concealed carry. It could also use the 17’s magazine, which was a bonus, since its capacity was larger than the standard 19. Both were equipped with tritium sights that allowed for effective nighttime use, and given the lack of electricity, she was all the more thankful for having the sights on both weapons.
Next to the two weapons were three additional magazines. All of them were spares for the 17, which meant they’d work in both weapons. Jackie had them loaded with cheap rounds months earlier so she could take them to the range for practice. One by one, she worked the rounds free of the magazines and reloaded them with hollow-point rounds. She’d chosen the hollow points because they tended to stay inside the target instead of firing through and causing unintended damage. Her hollow points were particularly deadly. Upon impact, the tip bloomed like a flower, and eight razor-edged points ripped through whatever it hit. She’d only fired hollow points a few times to see if they fired differently from the full metal jacket rounds with which she’d practice at the range.
Jackie finished loading the clips and then checked the two that were already loaded and in the weapons. She added up the rounds in her head. She had fifteen in one weapon and seventeen in the other. Plus she had another three magazines that could hold seventeen.
“Seventeen, thirty-four, sixty-eight, eighty-three,” she mumbled to herself. “Eighty-three rounds. If I need more than that, I’m in more trouble than I can handle.”
The door to the house creaked open and Jackie snapped the safe shut, took a flashlight, and aimed it toward the door. Nikki squinted against the light and shielded her eyes with her hand.
“What are you doing?” Nikki asked.
Jackie kept the beam aimed at Nikki’s eyes. “What are you doing? I thought you were asleep upstairs.”
Nikki took a step forward and to the left, trying to avoid the light. “Can’t sleep. Too much on my mind.”
Jackie followed Nikki’s movements with the cone of light. “Like what?”
“Could you please move the light?” Nikki asked. “I can’t see.”
Jackie lowered the light. “What’s got you awake?”
Nikki maneuvered her way past the car. “Just hyped. I’m worried about Rick, Mumphrey, and Kenny. Thinking about what’s next. You know, the usual post-apocalyptic stuff.”
“Funny,” Jackie said without laughing.
Nikki approached Jackie, stopping a comfortable distance from her. “So what are you doing?”
Jackie sighed. There was no point in hiding what she was doing. This wasn’t Betty Brown. Nikki was a professional wrestler who Chris had called a “total badass”.
“I’m loading my weapons,” Jackie said. “Making sure we’re prepared.”
Nikki’s face lit up. “Weapons?” she asked. “What do you have?”
“I have a couple of handguns.”
Nikki looked at the safe. “What kind?”
“Glocks.”
“Oooh,” said Nikki. “Nice. Very reliable. Which one? The 42?”
“You know guns?”
Nikki took another step closer, invading Jackie’s space. “My dad was a cop. He made me take self-defense classes and weapons classes. He used to take me to the range.”
“Really?” Jackie said. “Interesting. Your dad was a police officer?”
“Yeah. He was. So, which Glock?”
Jackie slid her fingers into the slots atop the safe. It beeped and clicked. She opened it, revealing the handguns inside. “I have two. One’s a 17. The other, the one I like to carry with me sometimes, is a 19. I’ve got extra mags that fit into both.”
“What ammo are you using?”
“Hollow point,” said Jackie. “It avoids a—”
“Through and through shot,” said Nikki, nodding. “Smart. Also does maximum damage to the intruder.”
Jackie smiled genuinely for the first time since Chris had walked into the house, which felt like a lifetime ago. Nikki was good to have around.
“Tell you what,” Jackie said, offering Nikki the Glock 19. “You hold onto this. It’s not as though Betty’s going to use it. Neither of my kids like handling the weapons, even though they’ve taken safety classes. And Pop Vickers has his own guns.”
Nikki took the weapon. “Who?” she asked, flipping it over in her hand, testing its weight. She raised the Glock to check the sights.
“Pop Vickers,” said Jackie. “He and his wife, Nancy, are our brand-new guests. They live down the street. Their house got broken into. They’re freaked, so they’re staying with us.”
“Okay,” Nikki said. “Tritium sights?”
Jackie nodded. “Yep. No batteries. Just glows green in the dark.”
“Nice.”
“All right,” Jackie said. “I need your help.”
“Shoot.”
Jackie smirked. “Funny. No, really, what should we do with the spare magazines? Should I keep them in the safe in my bedroom? You wanna keep one?”
Nikki shook her head. “No, we need to be more strategic than that. If there are people breaking into houses, we need to be prepared for them to be violent.”
“What do you suggest? “You know, places you might find yourself in a battle.”
“We hide the mags in key places,” said Nikki. “My dad would always put one in places where he thought he’d run to defend us. He kept one in the pantry, one in a mason jar full of popcorn, one under a bathroom sink. Jackie grabbed the three extra magazines from the safe and shut the lid. She handed Nikki a flashlight and took the other with her, motioning for the wrestler to follow her back into the house. The two of them spent the next thirty minutes sketching out a defense plan and hiding the ammunition in places they thought they might need it. The magazines were hidden well enough that somebody not looking for them wouldn’t find them, yet accessible enough that the person who knew they were there could have their weapon reloaded with another seventeen rounds of deadly ammunition in seconds.
“Let’s hope we don’t need them,” said Jackie.
“Let’s hope,” Nikki agreed.
 



CHAPTER 25
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 11:00 AM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Hours earlier, when the train had jerked to a sudden stop at a hidden terminal location, Vihaan Chandra had thought about keeping his grip around the shiny metal railing that held his balance and kept him upright inside the train.
Others had rushed from the car onto the platform, shuffling anxiously to see what lay beyond. Not Chandra. He’d hesitated, his eyes scanning the wide concourse bathed in soft blue light. On the concrete wall at the opposite end of the concourse, the words TRANSFER CORRAL THREE were spray painted in white lettering that must have come from a large stencil.
Transfer Corral?
“It’s okay,” Treadgold had said, trying to calm Chandra. He’d already stepped from the train but had peeked his head back into the cabin to coax his friend from its confines. “C’mon, Vihaan. We gotta go.”
Chandra had reluctantly let his fingers slip from the bar and stepped from the train. No sooner had he cleared the doors than they whooshed shut. There had been a deafening alarm that buzzed, signaling the train’s impending departure. Then the train was gone, accelerating back from where they’d come.
Chandra had scanned the crowded space, trying to spot clues or warnings about what lay ahead. His heart was thumping; his palms were sweating; his legs tingled.
Treadgold had led him through the crowd to the far end of the concourse and a bank of steel-doored elevators. There were three of them, and above the elevator doors were floor indicators. The numbers ranged from one through five. Chandra had looked at his funhouse reflection in the doors and wondered if, in fact, his body was falsely warped at all. This was his new reality.
Van Cleaf had been standing in front of the center elevator, holding her megaphone, her lips moving as she counted heads. Finally, after several suffocating minutes, Chandra was relieved to hear her bark a new set of orders.
“By numbers,” she said, her voice artificially amplified, “I need you to line up. I’d like the first third of you to my right, the second third in front of me, and the last to my left. You’ll board the elevator when the doors open and ride it to your next stop.”
There had been a uniformed man operating the elevator, who’d turned a key and pushed the button marked five. The button lit up and Chandra felt the momentary weightlessness created by the elevator’s initial downward acceleration. Above him was the clanging mechanism of gears, their teeth grinding in revolution to lower the car.
Other than the workings of the elevator’s machinery, the ride had been silent. Not even Treadgold or his new acquaintance, Bert Martin the security expert, had spoken on the brief but uncomfortable ride.
When the elevator doors cranked open, Chandra had found himself at one end of a long, narrow hallway. He’d filed out of the elevator and along the hallway as if in a queue for an amusement park ride. On the cinderblock walls, stamped with the same stencil and in the same white paint, were the words LEVEL 5. The short ceiling and pale blue light were confining enough to induce claustrophobia, but Chandra had moved along despite being overcome with a sense of dread.
He’d reached the end of the hallway, which split to the left and to the right in a standard T intersection. On the wall at the end of the hallway were two words framed by arrows pointing in opposite directions.
Pointing to the right was the word OPEN. To the left was the word INTACT. A uniformed soldier had tapped each new person on the shoulder and directed him or her in one direction or the other. When Treadgold reached the front of the line, the guard said, “Intact. To your left.”
Treadgold had obeyed the command and continued his journey along the corridor marked INTACT, looking over his shoulder at Chandra.
“Intact. To your left.”
Chandra had nodded his understanding of the command and followed his boss along the corridor. It was identical in appearance to the one he’d already traveled and he could not see the end. It was too dark and the blue light didn’t provide illumination enough to see much beyond the five or six men in front of him. Bert Martin was next in line.
“Intact. To your left.”
Chandra had stopped and again checked the line in front of him. Every person, of the ones he could see, was a man. He looked back at the guard, avoiding Bert Martin’s gaze as the security expert drew closer. A woman at the front of the line was ordered toward OPEN, as was the woman behind her.
“You should probably keep moving, mate,” Bert had said. “Seems they like an orderly place.”
Chandra’s eyes had drifted back to the Aussie and he’d nodded blankly, resuming his path along the INTACT corridor until he’d reached its end. On the wall to his right, the word INTACT was repeatedly stenciled every twenty feet or so. An arrow to the left of the word guided travelers in the right direction. On the left wall, the arrow pointed the direction from which he’d come. There were three words. One was OPEN; the other two were UPPER LEVELS.
The hallway had opened to a large concourse similar to the one outside the train. There had been tables manned by uniformed soldiers. They asked questions of each new arrival then handed out identical backpacks and envelopes. The line had stalled and Chandra had stood there, inching his way forward for what felt like hours.
He’d reached the front of the line and a soldier summoned him with a wave of his fingers. His attention had never left the touchscreen tablet in front of him.
“Number?” the soldier had asked.
“Forty-nine.”
“Name?”
“Vihaan Chandra.”
“Age?”
“Thirty-four.”
“Marital status?”
Chandra hesitated.
“Marital status?”
“Widowed.”
“Single, then?”
“Yes.”
“Allergies?”
“None, really.”
“Really?”
“Nothing serious.”
“Smoker?”
“No.”
“Any prescription drugs?”
“No.”
“None?”
“No.”
The soldier had asked another half dozen questions, each seemingly less and less relevant to his daily life, but Chandra had answered them. He’d taken the backpack and the envelope and found his new home. It wasn’t much more than what Chandra imagined a prison cell might be like, save the iron bars. There was a concrete floor with a drain at its center. To one side of the twenty-by-twenty space was a twin-sized bed. A new mattress, still wrapped in Visqueen, was perched atop the bed’s maple frame. Next to the bed was a table topped with a lamp. To the other side was a matching maple desk with three drawers. There was a high-backed wooden chair on casters pushed flush with the desk. Next to the desk was a wardrobe. Beyond the desk, at the end of the room, was a door that led to a bathroom. It had reminded Chandra of a laboratory, with its stainless steel shower enclosure and vanity. The toilet was lidless and a porcelain white that matched the glossy subway tile on the bathroom walls. There was no mirror.
Now, having spent time unpacking his belongings and making the bed with the linens provided in the wardrobe, Chandra sat on the bed and spilled the contents of the backpack onto the thin poly-blend blanket he’d pulled taut and tucked under the mattress.
He spread out the contents and examined each of them individually. There was a package of toiletries: toothbrush and paste, a razor and tin of shaving cream, deodorant, a comb, and a dollar-sized tube of hair gel.
There was also a package of undershirts and underwear roughly in his size. There was a smartwatch and a device that resembled a smartphone. Chandra slid the watch onto his wrist and the screen glowed red.
Hello, Vihaan. Good morning.
The message disappeared and the time and date replaced it on the screen, as did his location.
11:02 AM 1/27/2020
ROOM 49-3 INTACT LEVEL
Chandra
picked up the glass tablet that resembled a smartphone and ran his finger across the smooth screen. The device glowed red and the same message appearing on his watch was visible on the handheld mini-tablet.
11:02 AM 1/27/2020
ROOM 49-3 INTACT LEVEL
He pressed the home button at the bottom of the glass screen and a haptic response vibrated against his thumb. The screen immediately changed and revealed a bank of applications that appeared to control functions in his room.
OVERHEAD LIGHTS, LAMP, SHOWER, SINK, TELENET MONITOR
“Telenet?” he said aloud. “What is that?” He looked around his room, seeing nothing that would provide an answer. He touched the application icon and the screen changed again, giving the device the appearance of a remote control.
He pressed the I/O button, felt a vibration in his thumb, and on the wall at the foot of his bed, a sixty-inch rectangular image revealed itself. It looked like a television screen but was different. A welcome message was displayed on what Chandra assumed was a home screen. A tiny translucent infinity icon in the lower right of the screen was flipping and turning as if the computer running the device were thinking.
Hello, Vihaan. Good morning. You have 1 new message.
Chandra glanced down at the device in his hand and noticed a message icon. He pressed it, felt the response, and the screen changed. At the same moment, there was a metallic hum and click at the door to his room. A red light above the handle indicated the door had locked itself. Chandra pushed himself from the bed and tried the handle. It would not turn. He placed his card key, part of the welcome package in the envelope, against the handle. The mechanism beeped and clicked, but the door stayed locked.
Chandra’s heart rate accelerated and he was about to bang on the door when the welcome message on the Telenet screen was replaced with a familiar face. It was Van Cleaf, the uniformed woman who’d guided him here from Boulder. She looked younger though, her face less drawn from the ravages of age and environment. Her eyes were brighter. Her skin was sun-kissed. Her cheeks were fuller.
How old is this video?
She was sitting in a chair in a control room of some kind. From the movement of her eyes, Chandra could tell she was reading her presentation. She spoke clearly.
“Welcome to your new home,” she said. “You are here because you are important. Please keep that fact in mind as I familiarize you with this facility. If you have questions, you may ask them by pressing the question button on your tablet. Speak normally and the Telenet system will record your query. I’ll answer your question from a series of prerecorded answers. We believe we’ve anticipated most anything you might ask.”
Chandra backed away from the door and plopped back down onto his bed. The Telenet screen had his full attention. As he listened to Van Cleaf’s narrative, he began to fully understand the depth of the protocol and the years of planning it must have taken to have a set of procedures and technologies so intricately designed. He vacillated between impressed and thoroughly frightened.
“I’ll begin with the hard part,” said Van Cleaf. “The world as we know it no longer exists or, in a short amount of time, will no longer exist. As this message is prerecorded, I cannot tell you the circumstances under which it’s been decided to initiate a program that was, until today, classified. You are now living under what is called the Descent Protocol, a failsafe series of highly technical initiatives that will ensure the survival of the human race.”
Chandra fumbled with his tablet and then pressed the question button. The Telenet paused and the screen responded. An audio wavelength appeared at its center, superimposed over Van Cleaf’s face.
“How long have you been working on the protocol?” he asked.
The icon at the bottom right of the screen spun and flipped until Van Cleaf’s image restarted.
“So you would like to know how long we’ve been working on the protocol? That is a question with a complex answer. There have been various iterations of the protocol since the early 1950s. The home in which you now live was constructed in the early to mid-1990s. We have updated the technology and tweaked various aspects of the design on an ongoing basis since then.”
“That’s not an answer,” Chandra grumbled. He pressed the question button again. “How did you select the people you would save?”
The screen paused as the computer worked to recognize his question. A moment later, Van Cleaf was speaking again, even if she wasn’t saying anything.
“You’d like to know how we selected you for participation. You were selected because you are important. Much like Noah selected the needed resources to repopulate the Earth after the biblical floods, we have chosen from among the finest people for our rebirth.”
“Noah didn’t select anything,” said Chandra. “God did.”
“If you don’t have any further questions at this time,” said Van Cleaf, “I’ll return to the original presentation.”
The screen paused, the icon flipped and rotated, and Van Cleaf began her soliloquy from where she’d left it.
“We have provided you with your own room. In the case of families, you have a suite of connected rooms. Each room is accessible via a card key. Please do not lose the key. You will note, as is the case right now, there are certain times during which we will deactivate your key and your room will remain automatically locked. This is for your protection.”
Chandra hit the question button. “Protection from what?”
The Telenet cycled through its routine. “You are asking about protection and the automatic locking mechanism for your room,” Van Cleaf said. “Should any emergencies arise or should we need to convey an urgent or important communication, such as this welcome message, it’s imperative we insure all inhabitants are safe and/or informed.”
“Wow.” Chandra shook his head. The jitters were gone, but an anxious frustration crept through his limbs. Without much of a choice, his freedom was gone. He pushed the question button again.
“So you’re saying if I had stayed up top, I would have risked a violent death, but I’d be free. In here, I’m safe from the chaos, but I have no freedom. I am a prisoner.”
The system cycled. The icon flipped and spun in the lower right corner of the Telenet screen. Van Cleaf’s image remained frozen for several seconds. Finally, her image moved again and she spoke.
“I’m sorry.” She smiled. “I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
Chandra shook his head with incredulity. He pressed the question button. “Am I free, or am I a prisoner?”
The Telenet cycled and Van Cleaf spoke. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
Chandra rephrased the question a half dozen more times, and with each identical non-answer, he became more certain that he’d made the wrong choice. He should have stayed in his condo. He should have stayed in his bed and dreamt of Anila, of happier and healthier times. If the end had come quickly, so be it. It would have been more palatable than living underground in whatever this place truly was.
The video of the Telenet resumed its primary message. Van Cleaf’s eyes moved back and forth as she read her cues. She was as much a prisoner as he.
“In your welcome package,” she said, “you received several items. Some of them have uses that are obvious. Others may seem more obscure.”
Van Cleaf held up a watch similar to the one on Chandra’s wrist. She pushed it toward the camera. “This is your DiaWatch,” she said. “It is similar in design and function to other smartwatches you may have seen. Its functions are touch activated. It alerts you to the time and day, keeps track of your heart rate and physical activity, and will alert you to daily events such as lunch service or group meetings. Also, if you find yourself lost in your new home, the DiaWatch, in conjunction with the DiaTab, can help you regain your bearings.”
Chandra touched the glass screen on the watch. The time and date appeared on the screen. “They’re keeping tabs on us,” he mumbled. “This isn’t for our convenience. It’s for theirs.”
Van Cleaf held up the phone-sized glass tablet. “This is the DiaTab. It’s a multifunction tablet that you should carry with you at all times. It too has an array of functions, most of which are self-explanatory. Feel free to explore the device so that you become intimately familiar with it. It has an excellent battery life, but you’ll need to charge it once every few days. You’ll find a charger in your desk drawer.”
Chandra flipped the DiaTab over in his hand and touched the screen. In the upper right of the screen he saw the battery indicator. It read one hundred percent. He touched the indicator and the screen changed, revealing a large green-colored battery icon. Underneath the icon were the words 73 HOURS REMAINING. That was pretty excellent battery life. It was advanced, in fact, and beyond any smartphone’s capability as far as he knew.
“I know many of you arrived with family, friends, coworkers, or new acquaintances,” said Van Cleaf. “If you’d like to locate them, there is a directory in your DiaTab. You may call their device and connect at your convenience. And lastly, we will have a welcome reception later today. Once we’ve established a time, you’ll receive an alert. We look forward to seeing you there.”
The message concluded and the Telenet returned to its home screen. There was a hum and metallic click at Chandra’s door. The red indicator light above the lock turned green. The scientist stared at the door, fighting the urge to run through it. He wanted back on the elevators and the train. He wanted up the escalator and back to the bus. He wanted to be home. He knew no matter what they told him here, no matter the technology or creature comforts, this would never be home.
 



CHAPTER 26
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
74 DAYS, 4 HOURS, 43 MINUTES, 12 SECONDS
RED DEER, ALBERTA, CANADA
Steve Kremer stood with one hand on his hip and the other gripping the handle of an oversized coffee mug. His face glowed from the fire he’d built minutes earlier. The wood was brittle and had fed the flames quickly. It cracked and popped, blowing warmth into the cold room.
“Are you comfortable?” he asked. “I mean your leg. Is it okay?”
“It’ll be fine,” Clayton said. “I think.” The wound didn’t look fine. It was ragged, bloodied, and bruised. The sutures had the precision of a blindfolded toddler. Thankfully, the pain was subsiding. The painkillers were taking care of it, along with the ache in his jaw, though they’d clouded his mind. He was in a hazy fog that hampered his movement and his thought. Everything was a beat off. Clayton didn’t enjoy the sensation, feeling slightly out of control, but it was better than the searing, throbbing pain that screamed from the jagged wound in his leg.
He’d taken the pills as soon as he’d gotten into Steve’s truck and popped another dose before they arrived in Red Deer.
They’d made surprisingly good time from Jasper. Steve had remembered the pitfalls of his outbound trip and avoided them with aplomb on the return. They’d not talked much, though Clayton had repeatedly thanked Steve for his generosity. They’d left the bodies in the truck bed when they’d arrived at Steve’s home, a modest cabin on large acreage. It looked like a place straight out of the 1800’s, except for the tall steel tower bristling with HAM antennas. Steve had told Clayton they’d rest first and talk about what to do with Ben and Boris. Clayton had reluctantly agreed, in part because he knew Steve was right and in part because he was in too much pain to argue.
“Are you sure you don’t want some coffee?” Steve asked. “It’s nothing, really. Just a spoonful of Taster’s Choice in a cup of gas-boiled water. Easy to do.”
“I’m okay,” said Clayton. “The fire is nice though.”
Steve plopped down on an ottoman and pulled it closer to Clayton. He cupped the mug in both hands and drew it to his lips, blew gently, then took a sip. He used a poker from the hearth to stoke the flames.
“You know, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want,” Steve said, dropping the poker onto the brick. “As long as you need, eh? There’s no rush. I’m always stocked for the winter. Too lazy to make regular market runs once the snow falls.”
Clayton studied Steve’s face. There was a hint of sadness he hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it was loneliness. “That’s too kind of you, Steve.”
“Well,” said the Canadian, “I mean it.”
“You live alone?”
“I do,” said Steve. “It’s peaceful. I’ve got my friends on Facebook and all of the HAMs out there. Well, I had Facebook. I must imagine Mark Zuckerberg is freaking out a bit right about now.” He chuckled and took another sip of his coffee. “I can see him now,” he said, mimicking the Facebook creator, “Oh, great. One minute I’m a gazillionaire with millions of friends. Now I’m penniless and friendless.”
Clayton laughed. It was a funny thought. The world was so dependent on technology. The CME wasn’t only about a lack of mobility or communication or the major life-altering changes that were capable of sending society back hundreds of years. It was about the little things: YouTube and Netflix, Xbox and iTunes, microwave ovens and smoothie blenders.
“How pervasive is it?” he asked Steve. “The CME? From what you know, is it bad everywhere?”
“The chatter on the radio is mixed,” Steve answered. “I’ve heard all of North America is offline. The power grid is toast. Most of Western Europe too. Not sure about Asia. Some think we could be back up and running in a few weeks or a few months. I don’t agree. I think it’ll be years. I was on the grid, but I’m not dependent on it. I’ve got the generator, a backup, solar, and even a windmill that charges a bunch of batteries in the basement. I can’t run the windmill in the winter. It doesn’t get along with ice.”
“Would the CME have killed your solar panels?”
“Maybe,” shrugged Steve. “But I’ve got extras in the basement. I like redundant redundancy.” He chuckled at himself.
Clayton shifted his weight in the chair, wincing against a bolt of pain that exploded from the wound. The painkillers could only do so much and he didn’t want to overdose.
“It doesn’t much matter to me,” said Steve. “I’m good to go here. I’ve got natural gas and propane. I can conserve it. During the winter, keeping food cold isn’t a problem. I can save the ice in the spring. It’ll last a couple of weeks. In the meantime, I’ll harvest some produce from a little garden I’ve got out back. There’s a well for fresh water. Not ideal for nice hot showers, but it’ll do. Plenty for the two of us.”
Clayton smiled flatly. “I do appreciate it, Steve. But I’ve got to find a way to get home. I’ve got a wife and two kids in Texas who aren’t nearly as well prepared for this as you are. I can’t even imagine…”
A sudden well of sadness overcame him and he couldn’t speak. He tried to finish the sentence, but only an alien-sounding croak escaped his lips. Tears soaked his face. His chest heaved uncontrollably. Clayton tried to ebb the outburst, but couldn’t. Damn drugs.
Steve put a hand on Clayton’s foot and squeezed. “I had no idea,” he said softly. “It certainly explains your gumption, your fight.”
Clayton wiped the tears. “My fight? It’s more like guilt. I have to make it back to them. My wife told me if I died on this mission, she’d kill me.”
Steve smiled. “She sounds tough.”
“She is,” said Clayton, clearing his throat. “She reminded me many times she didn’t marry an astronaut. She married an engineer with an adrenaline addiction.”
Steve’s smile broadened. “Aren’t those the same thing?”
“Funny,” Clayton said, “but no. It’s one thing to hang glide or bungee jump. It’s another thing to strap into an explosive, propel yourself off the planet, and then go for a walk in a vacuum.”
“What’s it like?”
“Space?”
“Yes.”
“It’s like a dream, really,” said Clayton. “From the moment you strap into your seat for liftoff, to the moment you clear Earth’s gravity, to entering the ISS for the first time, it’s all surreal.”
“What was your favorite part?”
“Looking back at Earth,” said Clayton. “It looks so peaceful, so singular from up there. I mean, it can look deadly too. The Sahara Desert is a big lifeless monster. But for the most part, it’s peaceful. It’s like standing on the edge of the ocean and staring at the horizon. You get lost in it. It’s so close, so reachable, yet so far away.”
“What happened when the CME hit?”
Clayton took a deep breath and adjusted his body to take the pressure off his wounded leg. His chest felt heavy with the slightest exertion.
“It happened fast,” he said. “There was an alarm. We lost power. Ben and Boris were on EVAs.”
“Spacewalks?”
“Yeah,” said Clayton. “Their suits failed. I’m guessing they died pretty quickly, though I couldn’t be sure. I got basic power functions up and running and went to the Russian side of the station. I hopped into the airlock, suited up, and went for my first EVA to try to rescue them.”
Steve drew the coffee to his lips and blew. He took another sip, his eyes wide above the rim of the mug. Clayton wasn’t looking at him as he spoke. He was staring blankly into the fire, his mind two hundred and forty-nine miles above the planet. He wasn’t sure why he was talking so openly about it. He barely knew Steve Kremer. Maybe it was because he felt obligated to share his story with a man who’d risked his own life to help a stranger he’d met on a HAM radio. Maybe it was because Clayton needed to talk to someone other than the voices inside his own head and Steve was there. Most likely it was the involuntary lack of inhibition fostered by the painkillers. It didn’t matter. He kept talking, his eyes fixed on the flames.
“Seeing their faces was the worst part,” said Clayton. “I mean, I knew they were dead once I got to them, once I’d tethered their bodies to mine.”
Clayton pinched his eyes with his fingers and held his thumb and index finger at his nose. He was trying to erase the grotesque images floating through his mind, but they were affixed like negatives imprinted on celluloid.
“Really, I suspected they were dead,” he admitted. “There was no way they’d survived the solar blast.”
“You had to try though, right?”
“I don’t know. Reason and logic told me they were dead, but my emotions clouded my judgment. In the back of my mind, I couldn’t reconcile, in that instant, that they were dead and that I’d survived. I couldn’t wrap my head around it until I saw their dead eyes, their mouths frozen open as if they were in the middle of saying something.”
“Why do you think you were selfish? I think what you did was heroic.”
“It was selfish because I wasn’t thinking about my wife and children. I promised them I’d come home alive. If I’d died trying to rescue two men who I rationally suspected were dead—”
“Your wife would have killed you?”
“Exactly.”
Steve extended the coffee mug toward Clayton as if to toast him. “Well then,” he said, “we need to get you home. That’s my mission.”
“I like that mission, Steve,” said Clayton. “But it’s not as though I can hike anywhere, and you don’t have enough gas to drive that truck thirty-five hundred miles. If you had a plane, on the other hand…”
“A plane?”
“Yeah,” said Clayton. “I’ve got a pilot’s license. I can fly most smaller fixed-wing aircraft.”
“A plane it is, then,” said Steve, taking a long swig of his coffee.
Clayton pushed his fists into the cushion to sit upright. “Wait, what?”
Steve swallowed, licked his lips, and shrugged. “I’ve got a plane. I mean I have access to one.”
Clayton could barely stay in his seat. Only the drugs and ghosts of stinging pain kept him there. “Where is it? Does it still work?”
“It’s not far from here,” he said. “I don’t know if it works, but it’s hangared so there’s a decent chance.”
Clayton licked his dry lips, his tongue scraping against the cracks. His head was swimming from the emotional whiplash of the conversation. They’d gone from talking about his dead comrades, to his family, to the possibility of a ride home. Steve stood from the ottoman and crossed the den to the galley kitchen and the gas stove top.
“Sure you don’t want some coffee?”
Clayton nodded, his gaze lost again in the flames of the popping fire. “Yes, please,” he said. “I’ll take some. I need to get these drugs out of my system. I can’t fly as numb as I am right now, especially if I’m unfamiliar with the cockpit layout.”
From behind him, on a long rough-hewn pine table near the front door, a radio squawked. Clayton hadn’t noticed the unit when they’d arrived. He’d been too consumed with getting off his feet.
“CQ, CQ, CQ. Calling any station anywhere,” said a voice. “This is Whisky-Four-Zulu-Zulu-Papa calling CQ and standing by. Over.”
Steve looked unfazed by the call. He was busy pouring too much powdered coffee into a steaming mug.
The radio crackled again, followed by the same call. “CQ, CQ, CQ. CQ, CQ, CQ Twenty Meters. Calling any station anywhere,” said the voice. “This is Whisky-Four-Zulu-Zulu-Papa calling CQ Twenty Meters and standing by.
Clayton swiveled back to Steve. “Should we answer that?”
Steve hip-checked a drawer to close it, tossed the spoon into the sink, and got both cups of coffee. “Oooh,” he said through puckered lips. “Ooh, that’s hot.”
Clayton reached for one of the mugs, which quickly became too hot to handle. He set it on the arm of the chair and held it by the handle.
“Steve,” he said, “there’s someone calling.”
“I’ll get it,” said Steve. “It’s not like he’s got anywhere else to be.”
“He might switch frequencies.”
Steve’s brows arched in agreement. “Good point.” He held his mug at its rim with his fingertips and made his way to the radio. It was sitting in a metal box wrapped with crinkled tinfoil. He keyed the mic.
“This is Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray,” he said. “I copy you , Whisky Four Zulu Zulu Papa. My name is Steve. I’m copying you a five and a seven. Good clear signal. Over.”
The response was immediate. “Thank you, Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. I’m also copying you five by seven. My name is Curt. Charlie-Uniform-Romeo-Tango. What’s your location?”
“Pleasure to meet you, Curt. I’m here in Alberta, Canada. Power’s out. Snow is falling. The sky still has a touch of red. Over.”
“Canada? Huh. I’m in Biloxi, Mississippi. The sky is a faint pink here. No snow though. Over.”
“Ask him if they have power,” said Clayton.
Steve nodded. “Do you have electricity down there? You’re on the Gulf of Mexico, right?”
“No power. We haven’t had any power since late Friday. I got a generator, so I’m keeping food cold for now.”
“That’s good,” said Steve. “How are your neighbors?”
“Town was okay for a couple of days. Now the folks over at
Keesler are acting funny. They’re closing down streets and setting up roadblocks.”
Steve looked to Clayton and mouthed the word, “Keesler?”
“Air Force base,” Clayton responded.
Steve nodded and keyed the mic. “What are they telling people?”
“Not much,” Curt replied. “I got a lot of neighbors who think this whole thing is a government scam, some false flag to undo the Constitution. I’ve heard rumors they’ve already set up a FEMA camp in Hancock County. There’s a NASA setup over there.”
Clayton’s eyes narrowed with concern. “That’s Stennis. We test rocket engines there. It’s on the Mississippi-Louisiana border. They wouldn’t set up FEMA camps there. That makes no sense.”
“Curt, why would they set up a FEMA camp? Is it a shelter for people?”
“Shelter?” Curt laughed. “Hardly. They’re imprisoning people and setting up martial law. I’m trying to find out if this is happening other places. You heard of anything, Steve? Anybody else in America get ahold of you up there in Canada?”
Steve looked to Clayton, his eyebrows raised high. “What should I tell him?”
“Tell him it’s not a false flag,” said Clayton. “Tell him a CME—tell him something like a solar flare killed the electric grid. The government didn’t do it.”
Steve paused and took a sip of his coffee. He winced and ran the tip of his tongue against the back of his teeth.
The radio squawked. “Steve? You still copy? I’m wondering what you’re hearing out there. You’re the first person I’ve been able to reach. I gotta know whether or not to load for bear in case they come for my guns. Over.”
“I’m here, Curt. I don’t think it’s a false flag. I’ve heard from a lot of people it was a solar storm that knocked out the power. It’s not the government. Over.”
“I don’t know,” said Curt. “You’re up there in Canada. You’re not seeing what I’m seeing. Even if the government didn’t create this, they’re making good use of it. I walk a block from my house today and all I see are airmen carrying their M4s like God gave them the strap and the ammo.”
“I’ll keep my radio on monitor this frequency later today, Curt,” said Steve. “Let me know if your situation changes. I’ll let you know if I hear anything else. Over.”
“Will do, Steve. Thank you. Best 73’s to you. W4ZZP clear.”
“Good luck and 73’s to you Curt.VA6ZXX Clear and monitoring.”
Steve set down the microphone and took another sip of coffee. He planted himself on the ottoman again. “So,” he said, “do you believe what he’s saying? About the camp and the roadblocks?”
Clayton shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine NASA would use Stennis as a concentration camp. I can’t wrap my head around that. I guess it’s possible that they’ve got backup power there. Maybe they’re taking in troublemakers and housing them there? Why else would the Air Force deploy armed airmen and set up roadblocks?”
“I’m not a conspiracy theorist,” said Steve, “though I do tend to think there’s always a kernel of truth among the fields of paranoia out there.”
“So you believe him?” asked Clayton. “You think the government is enacting martial law? That defies logic.”
“Maybe. But these are extreme times, eh? People do strange things when they’re cornered.”
Clayton couldn’t disagree. He truly had no concept of what the world had become beyond the narrow sliver of it he’d experienced since landing. Days earlier, he could see the entire globe in all of its beauty. Now he had no idea what was happening. He needed to be in the air on his way home. He cursed himself for having taken painkillers; otherwise he might be doing a preflight check and preparing for takeoff.
Soon enough, he told himself. Soon enough.
In the meantime, he could get a better handle of what he’d be flying into when he got home. That would be valuable. Gaining intelligence while he waited for his head to clear and his vision to focus would temper his discomfort over sitting in a chair and doing nothing.
“Can you try to reach someone else?” he asked Steve. “A government agency? Perhaps an auxiliary tasked with communicating emergency information?”
Steve tipped the mug back and finished his second cup of coffee. “Sure,” he said. “That’s a good idea. I tried reaching a couple of them on Sunday. Or was it Saturday? I can’t remember. Anyhow, I’ll give it another go.”
He switched the frequency on the radio, entering a series of numbers from memory. “I’m trying to reach Texas.”
Clayton’s eyes lit up. “Really?”
“There’s an amateur radio emergency system in most states,” he said. “Texas has one. I’ve talked to them. Back when Hurricane Ike hit Galveston, I was communicating with them, helping relay information to other states.”
“I remember Ike,” said Clayton. His home had lost power for days after the storm. Jackie had implored him to buy a generator, but every Home Depot between Clear Lake and Huntsville was sold out. He’d promised her he buy one once the demand lessened. He never had. The lack of a generator now was likely another legitimate reason Jackie wasn’t thrilled with him.
Steve keyed the mic. “This is Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. Calling Texas Emergency, Texas ARES, Texas RACES. Please acknowledge. Is anybody listening?”
There was no response. He switched frequencies.
“This is Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray,” he tried again. “Calling Gulf Coast Hurricane, Gulf Coast, Texas Emergency, Texas ARES. Please acknowledge.”
Nothing.
“There are a half dozen frequencies I can try,” Steve said. He punched in a series of numbers. “This is Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray. Calling Texas Emergency. Calling Gulf Coast. Is anyone listening? Over.”
The radio squawked.
“This is Kilo-Two-X-ray-Bravo,” said a woman’s voice. “I hear you, Victor Alpha Six Charlie X-ray X-ray.”
Steve took a deep breath. “Good to connect, Kilo-Two-X-ray-Bravo. You’re in Texas?”
“Roger, VA6CXX. Beaumont.”
“How are things in Beaumont, K2XB?” Steve asked. “Any electricity?”
“Negative. Not since Friday night. No power. Cars are dead too.”
“Is there emergency service? Police? Fire?”
“Negative, VA6CXX. No government services. Civilians are on their own. We’re working radios and trying to respond to questions and relaying health and welfare messages.”
“Any sign of the military? Over.”
“Military? Did I hear you correctly, VA6CXX?”
“Roger, K2XB. Military. Over.”
“Yes,” she answered. “There are roadblocks and checkpoints as of this morning. Heavy military presence outside of encampment five-point-nine miles south of Beaumont on West Port Arthur Road from US 69/US 96/US278. What is your QTH , VA6CXX?”
“Alberta, Canada.”
“VA6CXX, if you don’t have either local emergency or health and welfare traffic, please clear this frequency. We need it for local communication. Thank you. Over.”
“Roger that. VA6CXX clear and switching frequency. Thank you. Over.”
“Encampments?” asked Clayton. “What is going on? Was that Curt guy actually right?”
Steve stepped back to the kitchen, set his mug on the counter, and reached into one of the upper cabinets. He pulled out a small box, unsnapped the hinge lock, and removed another handheld radio. He turned it on and punched a series of buttons as he walked back to the ottoman and took a seat.
“This is SHTF radio,” said Steve. “I’ve got it set to monitor some extreme channels. I’ve been avoiding it. Listening to some of these channels in an emergency is like watching a scary movie right before you go to bed.”
“What do you mean extreme?” Clayton asked.
“Preppers use these frequencies. Militias too. They all have modified radios and communicate only on these underground frequencies. I’ve listened in on their drills. They’re intense.”
“So they might know what’s going on?”
“They might,” said Steve. “They might also give us a false sense of how bad it is. Remember, these are doomsdayers. They live for the apocalypse.”
Clayton nodded at the radio in Steve’s hand. “Go ahead. Let’s try this and then head out to find that plane.”
Steve raised the volume. “These people ascribe to a 3-3-3 rule. Essentially every three hours, they broadcast for three minutes, on channel three. The key is finding channel three if you’re not in walkie-talkie range. Finding the right repeater which, you know, extends the broadcast distance, can be tricky. Plus you never know if anyone is going to—”
The radio squawked. “This is Whiskey Tango Three Three Foxtrot,” said a resonant voice full of gravel. It reminded Clayton of Darth Vader with a cold. “I’ve got an update for anyone in range.”
Steve moved closer to Clayton and perched on the arm of the chair. “That was good timing.”
“I’m in Yuma, Arizona,” said WT33F. “I’m a comms director and commander with the Castle Dome Militia. Here’s our sitrep. Our scouts are reporting a large Army convoy moving south along Highway 95 outside the Yuma Proving Ground. They’re headed toward Interstate 8. They must be working with EMP-proof vehicles, ’cause they’re moving without any problems. In Yuma and surrounding area there is no power. We’ve seen a couple of older model trucks on the roads. We have a full TEOTWAKI situation here. Can’t say it’s false flag, but the government knows what’s going on. They were ready for it and they’re putting some plan into action. It doesn’t include keeping us safe. We’re on our own, folks.”
“What’s TEOTWAKI?” asked Clayton.
Steve answered, “The End Of The World As We Know It.”
“Copy your update, Whisky Tango Three Three Foxtrot,” another voice blared from the speaker. “This is Papa Alpha Papa Zero Charlie. I’m solo in Hall County, Nebraska, not far from Grand Isle. No military movement here. No roadblocks. Generator is dead and won’t power up. Solar cells on the roof aren’t generating electricity. Guns are loaded and ready, though, and got plenty of ammo. Ain’t giving up my land when the agents come to take it.”
“What?” Clayton asked. “Do they really belie—”
Steve held a finger up to his lips. PAP0C continued his transmission.
“I’m holed and ready. Got booby traps at the gate. Dogs are primed and hungry. We’ll be all right. Two of my larger capacity weap—”
“I can’t listen to this anymore,” Clayton snapped. “I can’t focus on what the military may or may not be doing. This is absolutely nuts. These conspiracies—it doesn’t help. We know what happened. The sun got angry and spit a wad of radioactive plasma at us. Nothing more than that. It’s happened before. It’ll happen again.”
Steve turned off the radio and stood. “I understand. A lot of it is malarkey, I’m sure. It never hurts to see what others are thinking, though. That’s my outlook.”
“I’m sorry,” said Clayton. “I didn’t mean to bite your head off. I just—”
Steve raised his hands. “No explanation needed, Clayton. You’re under a little bit of stress and probably more than most of us. As far as I know, you’re the only one who was stuck in space when this happened. Right?”
“Yeah,” said Clayton. The fog was beginning to lift and the strong coffee had filtered caffeine through his system. “I guess. Me and Ben and Boris.”
Ben and Boris.
A torrent of panic flooded Clayton’s body. His crewmates’ bodies were outside, still in the truck bed. He couldn’t leave them there. Steve must have sensed Clayton’s sudden shift and placed his hand on the astronaut’s shoulder.
“What is it?”
Clayton gripped the chenille fabric on the chair’s wide arms. “Ben and Boris. I forgot they were with me. I don’t know how I forgot. I’ve got to figure out what I’m going to do. What kind of plane are we talking about?”
“Not sure exactly,” said Steve. “I know it’s hand built. One of those kit planes. It’s a two-seater.”
Clayton bit his lip, ignoring the pain in his leg. He ran his fingers through his hair and grabbed handfuls at the crown of his head. The aircraft was most likely an RV, similar to the one he’d built with his father. The maximum weight was about eighteen hundred pounds. That included the empty weight of the aircraft, the fuel, one hundred pounds for cargo and two hundred pounds each for the two passengers. Clayton guessed he’d lost a few pounds on the ISS and probably more in the couple of days since, but the numbers couldn’t work. Whatever model Steve was talking about couldn’t hold much more weight than what he was estimating and, depending on the configuration, it might not handle the max.
Even if he could take one of them, it would be tough to get them into the plane. Because of the cold weather, the rigor mortis that might have otherwise begun to leave their bodies by now hadn’t. The cockpits of those aircraft were tiny, and entry was awkward under the best circumstances. It would be a task to get either of them inside and strapped into a feasible position.
Clayton resolved there was no way he could get home to his family and get two bodies back to Texas. It couldn’t happen. He scratched the back of his head and took a deep breath. He knew what had to be done. Despite risking his life to save theirs, getting them into the Soyuz and dropping them back to Earth, dragging them across the barren moonscape of a glacier, and fighting off wolves three times to keep their corpses intact, he had to leave his crewmates in Canada.
He looked at Steve. His glistening eyes reflected the orange flames licking at the wood in the fireplace. “Do you have shovels?”
“I do,” Steve answered, “but the ground is going to be rock hard. We could use my backhoe, but it doesn’t work anymore. The sun killed it.”
“Understood,” said Clayton. “Wait. You said you had a garden?”
Steve nodded. “Out back. It’s dormant right now. I turned over the soil a couple weeks ago and put a tarp over it. Took a hose and froze the tarp. I’m trying to save the new irrigation system I put in last spring.”
“The icy tarp keeps the irrigation tubing from freezing, right?”
Steve smiled. “That’s the hope.”
“Then that ground won’t be as hardened, right? The first few feet should be more pliable than the surrounding rock and dirt.”
Steve narrowed his eyes. Clayton couldn’t tell if he was expressing his disapproval or merely thinking about the proposition.
“So,” Steve said, “you’re suggesting we bury two people under my garden, essentially making it a burial ground?”
Clayton lowered his head. “You’re right. It’s a lousy idea. I’m just—”
“It’s not lousy,” said Steve. “I’d be honored to provide the final resting place for a couple of heroic explorers. My garden is plenty big. I can spare the room.” Clayton lifted his head and found Steve smiling broadly. The man was like a fictional character in a book. He was endlessly kind, offering his truck, his home, his garden, and his own safety for men he’d never met. In the midst of the world falling apart and rumors of martial law from militias and doomsdayers, Steve Kremer was a reminder that good existed on Earth. He was the beauty that Clayton had seen from 249 miles up.
Clayton extended his hand to Steve and gripped it firmly. “You’re too good to be true,” he said, shaking Steve’s hand. “I owe you. I don’t know how I’m ever going to pay you back, but I owe you.”
“You already paid me,” said Steve. “I got that wicked Russian axe pistol.”
Steve let go of Clayton’s grip and clapped his hands. “Now, I know you’re a little woozy, but we should get going. It could take us a few hours to do what needs to be done. First things first, I’ve gotta break apart that sheet of ice atop the tarp.”
***
Clayton used the shovel as a crutch while Steve used a tamper to even out the dirt covering the twin graves they’d dug and filled. They’d dug separate holes, one for each man. They hadn’t quite reached two meters, which would have been optimal, but it was close enough. Exhausted, Clayton shifted his weight onto his good leg. The pain in his injured limb was intensifying, but he refused to take any additional medication.
Steve finished the job and walked over to Clayton. His breath puffed from his mouth in thick clouds of vapor. “Should we say a little something?”
Clayton nodded and used the shovel to cross the short distance to the foot of the graves. Ben was buried to the left and Boris to the right. He ignored the ache in his stiffening joints and knelt on his good knee. He closed his eyes and pictured the men in his mind. They were smiling. They were happy. They were alive.
Clayton tried to think of something profound, something worthy of the sacrifice they’d made. He wanted to eulogize them with the respect they deserved and thank them for their friendship. Instead, he took a deep breath and whispered the Lord’s Prayer. It was the best he could do. Clayton arose with an emptiness, a sense he’d failed again. He wouldn’t be bringing them home. They would be forever buried in unmarked graves on the property of a kind loner in the middle-of-nowhere Canada.
He’d have been better leaving them in orbit. Once some semblance of normalcy returned in the coming months, NASA or Roscosmos or even ESA could send up a crew to retrieve them and give them the heroes’ welcomes they deserved.
Then again, this might be the new normal and the men could have been stuck up there for years, until the ISS orbit degraded enough that it entered the atmosphere and burned up on reentry. If he’d learned anything in the last four days, it was that every choice he made was monumental. Every decision had consequences. Every turn led him in an irreversible direction.
As it was, Boris’s family might never know what happened to their strong patriarch. Clayton clenched his jaw and stared at the disturbed mound of soil to the right and the man buried underneath it. He envisioned Boris’s wife, Albina; daughter, Nadia; and son, Alexei sitting at their dinner table with an empty chair, Albina cleaning the dishes by herself, the children doing their homework without help from their father. He only knew them by the photographs the Russian kept in his sleeping space aboard the ISS, but it was enough to know they loved each other.
Ben didn’t have a family. He didn’t have children or a wife who loved him. He’d been a content bachelor with a Harley and a ridiculous canal-front house on Clear Lake. He left behind the promise of a lucrative future on the commercial side of the business. His genius was gone. It was frozen in a grave nobody who knew him would ever visit.
Clayton sucked in more cold air, the chill streaming into his lungs. He took one more look at each grave, closed his eyes, and spun around.
“All right,” he said. “Let’s get going. I want to see this plane.”
“You got it,” said Steve. “I’ll fix the tarp later. We need to get you home.”
The men loaded into Steve’s truck and traveled the short distance to a narrow airstrip, which was more of a grass and dirt runway with a trio of large steel hangars to one side. A tattered windsock atop one of the buildings spun and whipped intermittently.
“I know this guy,” said Steve, slowing at the entrance to the airstrip. “He owns a lot of land around here and grows canola and wheat. He’s got a few airplanes. A couple of them are for crop dusting and the rest are for fun. He’s an odd fellow. Built these hangars with solid steel all the way around and spent a lot of money. I’ve done some work for him. Actually, I’ve done a lot of work for him. He owes me a fair amount of money—thousands of dollars. He said he’d pay me. He can afford to pay me. He never did. So I’ve got no issue permanently borrowing the plane.”
Steve maneuvered the narrow paths that crisscrossed the property until he wove the truck to the three tan-colored steel buildings that served as rental hangars. He slowed the truck at the third building and parked.
“I know the combination to the lock,” he said. “Some of the work he had me do was carpentry inside the hangar. He never changed the combination.”
The men hopped out of the truck, and by the time Clayton had limped to the hangar door, Steve had it unlocked and was rolling the bay door open to reveal the aircraft. Clayton recognized it instantly as a Van’s RV-8. It featured a streamlined cockpit with tandem seating. That meant the pilot was at the centerline of the aircraft. It was sleek and Clayton had flown one before. Of course, each kit-built plane was unique to its builder’s specifications, but he was overjoyed at seeing the bright red single-engine beauty.
“We’ll have to fuel her up to see if the engine is working,” said Clayton, stepping into the hangar. He tapped on his flashlight and scanned the large space.
Steve pointed at the walls and the high, thick ceiling. “There’s a good chance,” he said. “There’s a lot of shielding in these buildings. The steel should act like a Faraday cage, like the little ones I use to keep my radios safe.”
Clayton ran his hand along a wing and pulled himself up to the open canopy. He dropped into the pilot’s seat and checked the instrument configuration. The RV-8 had a wide cabin and generous legroom, especially compared to the Soyuz. He gripped the control stick between his knees and rubbed his thumb across the top.
“I’ll need to carry some additional fuel on board,” he said. “It’s not ideal, or safe really, but it’s my only option. This plane has a range of about seven hundred and eighty miles with a forty-gallon tank. If we can find some gas canisters, I can put one in the forward storage compartment and one in the aft. That gives me another three or four hundred miles if my first stop doesn’t have refueling capabilities.”
“There are a couple of ten-gallon plastic gas cans in here somewhere,” said Steve. “We could use them. And it shouldn’t be too hard to fuel up. There’s a gravity pump on the other side of the hangars. You don’t need any power to draw from it.”
Clayton pushed himself from the cockpit. “I feel strange stealing a plane,” he said, lowering himself down to the floor. “I took these clothes from the gift shop at the visitors’ center and left an IOU at the register.”
Steve chuckled. “You’re not the one stealing the plane. I am. Look at it that way. And like I said, this man owes me a lot of money. I repaired and installed irrigation on dozens of hectares. I fixed some of his expensive combine harvesters. Don’t feel guilty, Clayton Shepard. Now, c’mon, I’ll show you the pump.”
Clayton slapped his new friend on the back and they walked from the hangar and onto the gravel path that surrounded the three buildings. At the end of the third hangar were four elevated fuel tanks. They were large white cylinders speckled with rust, perched atop steel lattice frames, and positioned ten feet off the ground.
“Each of the tanks holds two-hundred and twenty Imperial Gallons. About a thousand liters.,” said Steve. “There are four of them. Plenty of fuel, right?”
“Plenty,” said Clayton.
“He put them here because a big windstorm can cut power here for a couple days at a time. The elevation lets gravity do the work. No power needed to get the fuel from the tank into the planes. Smart thinking…for a crook.”
“Most crooks are smart,” said Clayton. “It’s the stupid ones who get caught.”
“I guess that’s probably true,” said Steve. “Let’s roll the plane out here. It’s getting late.”
Clayton looked at the sky. It was growing darker, the warbling aurora still visible and slightly brighter than it had been earlier in the day. A stiff breeze caught the wind sock, blowing it full and pushing it stiff. The chill caught Clayton’s eyes and he blinked against it.
Taking off in this wind wouldn’t be easy; flying at night was even more dangerous. He followed Steve back to the hangar, dragging his injured leg from the combination of exhaustion and pain. As much as he didn’t want to admit it to himself, his gut told him to delay his departure.
“Hey, Steve?” he said when he reached the hangar. “I think we should wait.”
The Canadian Samaritan was already on his knees under a wing, pulling the blocks from in front of the left side landing gear. He stopped, the short yellow rope wrapped around his hand. “I get it,” he said. “Better safe than sorry. It is getting late. We can camp out here tonight or head back to my place. It’s probably warmer there.”
“Let’s head back to your house,” said Clayton, “after we make sure the plane powers up first. That okay?”
“Good by me. Let’s do it.”
 



CHAPTER 27
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 5:42 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The sun sank beneath the horizon and, for the fourth night, Justin Watson was living in a world without power, without authority, without rules. This was the time for someone like him, someone upon whom life had spit repeatedly, to get what he was owed.
He walked with purpose back to the neighborhood where he’d spent the previous night. Palero walked alongside him, the other four accomplices marching a step behind, approaching the entrance to the upscale development. They understood the task ahead of them. After Justin had sobered up from a morning of drinking, he’d given them his version of a pep talk.
“This is an empty house,” Justin had told them. “We should hit pay dirt. There shouldn’t be anybody home.”
“What if somebody is there?” Palero had asked. He’d flinched when Justin stepped toward him.
“We take care of it,” Justin had said, individually eying each of his followers. “Is that understood?” He’d handed the baseball bat to the youngest of the group, a fifteen-year-old nicknamed Greasy, the revolver to Palero, and he’d kept the Glock for himself. The others carried pillowcases.
The Glock was tucked in the front of his pants, underneath his shirt, as he strode into the neighborhood and approached the main loop. He’d promised his woman he’d bring back something pretty, assuming it wasn’t all gone. She’d warned him not to come home if he didn’t.
As smart as she was and as naturally intimidating as she could be, Justin thought she was naïve. She clearly couldn’t see the bigger picture, the long haul. Jewelry was worthless. Food, water, working transportation, and weapons were the new currency. At least, they would be soon. He’d seen the military gearing up. This was no hurricane. It was a seismic societal shift.
Justin rounded the corner toward the cul-de-sac with his chin up, his shoulders back, and his stride long. He flexed his hands into fists and then stretched his fingers straight. The adrenaline pumped through his body, coursing with more force the closer they got to the house. He fought the urge to sprint and bolt to the target. He was ready.
“All right,” he said to his gang as they rounded the corner onto the street. “Up on the left there are a bunch of burned-out homes. There’s nothing left. A lot of these houses on the right have people living in them still. I say we approach from the left and then hit the target from that side.”
The boys followed Justin through the charred debris. They picked their way across the mess, a couple of them holding their noses as they did, and found the target house. It was dark. There was no light coming from inside the house.
“I’m telling you it’s empty,” said Justin. “Nobody’s here.”
The group slipped to the side of the house and through an unlocked gate into the backyard. At the side of the house a solid door led into the garage.
Palero tried the knob and it spun. “It’s unlocked,” he said, his voice full of surprise. “We can go in through here.”
Palero shouldered open the door and stepped over the threshold into the pitch-black space. Greasy, the fifteen-year-old with the baseball bat, pulled an LED flashlight from his pocket and shone it inside the garage. He followed Palero inside, as did the others. Justin was last and quietly shut the door behind him.
The bluish white beam was narrow, but helped the gang identify the obstacles in their way. There was a single car to one side of the two-car garage. On the other side were a lawnmower and a pair of bicycles. Greasy’s light passed over them and toward a large A-frame ladder hung horizontally on the wall.
“Hey,” said Justin. “Go back. Put the light on the bikes.”
Greasy swept the light back to the bicycles and held the light. “There?” he asked.
“Yeah.” Justin stepped his way across the garage, using the hood of the car for balance as he passed it, and stopped at the bikes. He pointed at them. “These are the bikes.”
“What bikes?” Palero asked.
“The ones from the other day,” said Justin. “The ones with those women. We tried to take them. These are those same bikes.”
“I’m definitely taking one,” said Greasy.
“We’ll take both,” said Justin. “Move your light to the door.”
Greasy aimed the flashlight toward a door that presumably led from the garage into the house. Justin moved to the door and tried the handle. It turned.
“This one’s unlocked too,” he said, and opened it. He led the others into a laundry room and they left the door to the garage open.
One at a time they filed through the laundry room into an open space that separated the front of the house from the back. It was large, much larger than Justin expected it to be. He took the flashlight from Greasy and scanned the first floor. He could see the entryway and an open dining room to the right. Straight ahead was the beginning of a large open living room that backed up to the kitchen, which was to Justin’s right.
“This place is huge,” he whispered as the gang gathered around him. “Let’s hit the kitchen first and see what food we can get.”
The team shuffled left and found the pantry first. It was large, its shelves stocked with canned and dry goods. They stuffed the pillowcases, banging around in the pantry as if they were running out of time. This was every bit the haul Justin had promised them it would be. He stood at the pantry’s entrance and aimed the flashlight at the shelves, highlighting the boxes and containers of food worth taking.
“I told you,” he said to Palero. “This is a good one.”
***
“Did you hear something?” Jackie said to nobody in particular. Her entire houseful of people were packed into the media room. They’d spent their day lazily enough, reading and sleeping. They’d eaten an early dinner together in the kitchen and then, at Chris’s suggestion, huddled in the media room to play Monopoly. Jackie had agreed because having everyone in one space cut down on candle usage. They could light one room and keep the rest of the house dark.
Betty Brown had insisted on being the banker. Her son, Brian, helped her distribute the properties as each of the eight players landed on one and decided to buy. The Vickers had teamed up, agreeing to give each other free passes on each other’s holdings. Nikki owned Boardwalk and Park Place but didn’t have the money for houses or hotels. Chris had built a small empire with all four railroads and both utilities. Marie was disinterested and was only playing because Jackie demanded it. They’d been lost in the game until Jackie heard a banging noise.
“Hear what?” asked Nikki.
“I think I heard something downstairs,” said Jackie.
The room hushed. Chris held the dice in his hands, awaiting his turn to roll.
“I didn’t hear anything,” said Betty.
“I didn’t either, Mom,” said Marie.
Nancy Vickers slid closer to her husband, her eyes narrowing with concern. “What kind of noise?”
“I don’t know,” said Jackie. “I’m going to check it out.”
Nikki pushed herself to her feet. “I’ll go with you.”
Chris dropped the dice onto the game board. “Me too.”
Jackie shook her head. “No. I’m going to crack open the door and peek. Then I—”
Bang!
Jackie’s heart skipped. “Did anyone hear that?” she whispered.
Everybody nodded, their eyes wide. Chris sat down. Nancy buried her head in her husband’s chest and he wrapped his arms around her. Brian rocked in his seat. He gripped the remaining property cards tightly in his hand, crushing them.
Jackie whispered, “I’ll take a look. Marie, blow out the candles.”
Marie puffed gently on each of the three candles and left the room in darkness. The dark amplified the anxiety, the palpable fear smothering the room.
Betty Brown shook her head. “Don’t open the door,” she whispered. “Keep it shut. We can lock it.”
Jackie ignored her and moved quietly to the door, turning the handle counterclockwise. The door clicked and Jackie pulled it open enough to look through the opening with one eye.
She saw the blue flash of light first. It danced across the kitchen and into the pantry. From its narrow beam she could see at least four people. All of them were men. One of them held a bat or a large stick.
“What do you see?” whispered Betty. “What’s out—”
“Shhhh!”
Jackie could hear the faint murmur of voices coming from the group, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying. The dancing light wasn’t enough for her to see who was talking. It was clear they were stealing from her pantry. Her anxiety melted into anger. She clenched her jaw, gripped the handle tightly and backed away, carefully shutting the door. She took small steps back to the game table and lowered herself into a baseball catcher’s squat.
“There are at least four men in the house,” she said. “One of them has a bat or a stick. I can’t tell about the others. They’re in the kitchen and they’re stealing food.”
Jackie studied the other seven faces and put one arm around Chris. “We have a couple of minutes.”
“I say we wait here,” said Nancy. “We can barricade the door with that club chair behind you.”
“I agree with Nancy,” said Betty. “No sense in bringing the fight to them. We need to stay hidden in here as long as we can.”
“My guns are in the other room,” whispered Pop Vickers. “I moved them there after our nap. I’ve got the shotgun and the handgun. I should go get them. If they find them—”
“I don’t want guns in here,” Betty spat, trying to keep her voice as quiet as possible. “I’ve made that—”
Jackie took her arm from around Chris and stabbed her finger at Betty. “I’ve made it clear you don’t get a say,” she snapped. “We’re going to do what we need to do to protect ourselves.”
Betty sank back into her seat, her mouth turned downward in a pout. Her son was next to her, rocking back and forth with his arms folded across his chest.
Jackie closed her eyes for an instant and paid attention to her elevated pulse, then used the game table to push herself to her feet.
“We’ve got two handguns with us,” she told the group. “I have one and so does Nikki. They’re loaded and we’ve both had training.”
“I think Pop is right,” Nikki said. “We need to limit their access to our weapons. The last thing we need is them finding the guns in the other room and using them against us.”
“What do you propose?” Jackie asked.
“I’ll go with Pop to get his guns,” said Nikki. “I’ll be his lookout.”
“We should stay together,” Marie said softly. “I remember watching something on television. They said the best thing to do was stay together in a safe room.”
Jackie looked toward the sound of her daughter’s voice. It was hard to see her in the dark. “Honey,” she said, “that’s a great idea, but we don’t have a safe room.”
“She’s right though,” said Pop. “We’re better off together. We’ll be quick.”
He stood and stepped to the door. Nikki drew her weapon and racked the slide to chamber a round. She joined Pop at the door.
“I’m not coming back in here,” she said. “I’m moving across the hall to one of the bedrooms over there. You’re closer to the stairs; they’ll come here first. I’ll be able to surprise them from behind.”
She slipped out the door and pulled Pop with her. Jackie quickly closed the door. She pulled her weapon from the holster she’d hidden underneath her oversized blouse and kept her trigger finger on the right side of the Glock 17. No need to touch the trigger until she was ready to fire. Beads of cold sweat trailed from her neck down her back.
***
Nikki dragged Pop into the bedroom adjacent to the media room. They stayed low and crept silently across the short distance. Once in the room, Nikki swung the door closed.
“Can you see what you’re doing?” she asked Pop. “Can you get what you need?”
“I think so,” Pop replied.
Unlike the media room, which was windowless, the guest room had a large glass pane that overlooked the yards and houses that bordered the Shepard’s’ property. Pink-hued moonlight filtered in through the window and provided enough light for Nikki to see Pop feeling his way across the room. He pulled a double-barreled shotgun from a large duffel bag, set it on the carpet next to the bag, and fished through another bag until his hand emerged holding a revolver.
“Are they loaded?” Nikki whispered.
“Yes.” Pop gripped one weapon in each hand crouched, then moved past Nikki to the door. “I’m ready.”
Nikki opened the door and slid out first. She took a knee, her weapon scanning the area around her. The Glock’s tritium sights glowed in the dark. It was clear. There was noise downstairs: heavy feet, drawers opening and closing, voices. They were amateurs, whoever they were. She was certain of it. That meant they’d be unprofessional and more likely to do something stupid.
She kept the Glock aimed at the staircase to her left and motioned for Pop to make his move. He slid behind her, brushed past her, and moved briskly to the media room. Nikki backed up, providing cover for him as he slipped inside. Her heart thumped against her chest. She tasted sweat on her upper lip. She pressed her lips together and blew softly.
“C’mon, Nik,” she urged herself. “Keep calm.”
She raised herself to a low crouch and scooted along the hallway to the first of two bedrooms on the opposite end of the second floor. The door was open. She stopped her advance and looked over the railing to the floor below. There were two men in the kitchen. She could see them. Both were armed. She couldn’t identify the weapons, but could see the dark outline of handguns extending from the end of their arms.
There was more noise coming from a part of the downstairs she couldn’t see. It was probably the master bedroom. That made the most sense. The more she listened to them bumble their way through the first floor, the more convinced she became that the amateurs were convinced they were alone. There was no way they’d be so loud and careless if they thought anyone was in the house. That could be an advantage. Nikki raised her weapon and thought for an instant about putting holes in the douchebags in the kitchen, then thought better of it. She had no clue how many more armed men were in the house. Opening fire on them might draw more fire than she could handle and it certainly gave up the element of surprise that now favored her people.
Nikki lowered the Glock and moved deliberately past the open door undetected. Like the guest room, this bedroom had a window. The shade was drawn and only a nearly imperceptible trace of light leaked into the room around its edges. The rest of the room was dark. Nikki stood up straight and felt around for the furniture. Her fingers found the footboard of Marie’s sleigh bed and the desk chair opposite it. She thought for a moment about closing the door, but decided against it and crept further back into the room.
She heard the creak of footsteps coming from the opposite end of the hall. When she sank low into her position in the bedroom, she couldn’t see anyone. The creak wasn’t coming from the hall. It was coming from the stairs.
Someone was coming up!
***
They’d gotten what they could from the kitchen and the pantry. Plenty of food, a nice collection of knives, and a brand-new manual can opener. The master bedroom didn’t offer much: some medicine, some hygiene products, and a leather pouch with nail files. Justin hadn’t found any jewelry yet. He had hopes as he climbed the stairs, pulling his weight up the steps with the help of the stained oak bannister.
Palero was steps behind him. Greasy and the others were picking through the office at the front of the house. Justin shot the bluish-white beam of light up the stairs onto the landing on the second floor. It was dark and quiet. He moved the light from the right to the left, trying to get a layout of the second floor.
“Check the rooms to the left,” he said to Palero. “I’ll get this one on the right.”
Palero moved past him at the landing and walked cautiously toward the twin rooms at the far end of the hallway. Justin swept the light to the right and found an open door leading to a bedroom. He aimed the light at the floor and saw a half dozen bags and suitcases stacked against the walls. One bag, a long duffel, was unzipped and in the middle of the floor. An open backpack was next to it. It was obvious that whoever was in the room had taken a few choice belongings and left in a hurry.
Justin knelt on the carpet. He set his handgun next to him and spread open the backpack’s zipper. He reached into the bag and rifled through it, using the flashlight to search for whatever was left inside. There were some AA batteries and a smashed but unopened package of sugar-free gum. He took the gum and left the batteries, shining the light toward the bags against the wall. There was bound to be something good there.
He emptied a pillowcase on the unmade bed and moved back to the suitcases. He was about to open the first one when he heard footsteps outside the room. He spun around and shone the light on Greasy.
“What are you doing?” he asked the kid. “You’re supposed to be downstairs.”
Greasy stepped into the room. “We got everything that was good,” he said, the bat resting on his shoulder. “I figured we’d help you up here.”
Justin tossed the kid the flashlight. “Take whatever you want from these bags here.” He picked up his gun and crossed the room, shoving the pillowcase in Greasy’s chest as he squeezed past him in the doorway. He walked out into the hall to see Palero walking toward him empty-handed aside from the gun.
Justin sighed. “What? You didn’t find anything? Nothing?”
“I only checked the first room,” he said. “Nothing in there. It’s a boy’s room, as best I could tell. A kid. No valuables or anything.”
Justin walked along the hallway to meet Palero halfway. “What about the other room? You checked that out yet?”
“No. I heard talking, so I came out here to see what was happening. Everything good?”
Justin waved his gun at the room behind Palero. “Yeah. But you need to check in there.”
Palero used his chin to point over Justin’s shoulder. “What about that room? The door is closed. You been in there?”
Justin looked over his shoulder at the door and then back to Palero. “No. What does it matter?”
“I’m just saying—”
Justin raised his voice. “What exactly are you saying?”
Palero lowered his head. “Nothing,” he mumbled. “I’m not saying anything.”
“That’s what I thought,” Justin growled. “Now get in there and see what you can find.”
Palero backtracked to check out the open room. Justin moved to the closed door behind him and spun the handle. He opened it and stepped into the dark. As his eyes adjusted, he felt a gun pressed between his shoulder blades.
“Drop the weapon,” said a woman’s voice. “I don’t want blood on my new carpet.”
***
Jackie had pressed herself against the wall next to the door. As soon as it opened and the intruder stepped inside, she’d made her move. With her back to the open door, she jabbed the weapon at the man and repeated her demand. “Drop it, and raise your hands above your head.”
“Hold on,” he said. “No need to shoot. Hold on.”
“I’m not kidding,” said Jackie. “Drop the gun.”
The man raised his hands, but held onto his weapon. He wasn’t listening.
Jackie snarled at him through clenched teeth. “I’m telling you—” She stopped when she felt something pressing against the back of her head.
“You need to drop your weapon,” said a man standing behind her. “Bend over and put it on the floor.”
Jackie focused on the back of the bald head in front of her. She wasn’t putting down her gun. She spoke to the man at the end of her barrel. “Tell your man to take the gun off my head. He has three seconds. Then I’m shooting you. Three, two—”
“Don’t drop the gun, Palero,” said the bald man. “I see other people in here. You keep—”
Pop Vickers emerged from a dark corner of the room, holding his shotgun tight against his shoulder. He spoke from the corner of his mouth, the weapon aimed at Palero’s head. “He better drop it,” said Pop, “or you’re gonna get a face full of buckshot.”
The bald man laughed. “We got us a Mexican standoff,” he said. “Everybody’s got a gun; nobody wants to shoot.”
“I’ll shoot,” said Nikki. She appeared from the hallway and pushed the Glock into Palero’s neck. “I’ve got no problem shooti—”
“Nikki!” yelled Pop. “Move!”
Nikki instinctively moved to her left, avoiding the wild swing of a bat coming from her right. As she pivoted away from the violent swipe, she fell back onto the floor and took aim at the dark figure who’d tried to knock her head off. Still gripping the Glock with both hands, she applied firm pressure to the trigger and three quick blasts found the target, hitting the bat-swinger center mass.
He grunted and shrieked, stumbling backward into the guest room, but not before his swing connected with Palero. The bat had connected with extreme force onto the back of Palero’s head, cracking his skull and instantly knocking him unconscious. His body limply fell into Jackie and shoved him into the bald man. For Jackie, the next few moments moved in slow motion.
She held onto her weapon, but with her finger not on the trigger, she wasn’t able to fire at the bald man as he spun and tackled her, tumbling into the side of a chair, his weight pressing down on her as they both struggled to regain their leverage.
She could hear screams and people calling her name, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying, how they might be warning her. The bald man groped for her gun and managed to shake it from her hand. He drove his elbow in her side while she blindly clawed at his back and pushed upward on his jaw and nose. One of his hands found her throat and squeezed. Jackie grappled with both hands, trying to release his grip. She couldn’t. All of it was happening too fast. She kicked her legs, trying to use her knees to jab at him. The pressure on her throat intensified. And then, as quickly as he’d subdued her, there was a deafening bang, piercing screams, and the pressure was gone. He was off of her. Jackie grabbed at her throat and coughed, gasping for air. Her vision was blurred, her mind clouded, her ears ringing loudly from the gunshot. She sat up, still dazed. Gun smoke stung her nostrils.
A hand touched her shoulder and she flinched. “Mom,” said an accompanying voice, “are you okay?”
She felt the smothering embrace of Marie and Chris. She couldn’t see them, but recognized their touch, their scents. The tension in her body eased slightly and she wrapped her arms around them both.
“Jackie, are you okay?”
She tried swallowing. It took her three tries and was painful. She reached for her throat. “I-I think so. My ears are ringing. It’s hard to hear.”
Pop was standing over her, the shotgun in his hand. The outline of his dark figure was vaguely visible from the ambient moonlight filtering in from the hallway. He reached out and offered her a hand. Jackie took his hand, and Pop and the children helped her to her feet. Both Marie and Chris were crying, their bodies shuddering against hers. Jackie kissed each of them on their foreheads and whispered in their ears hoarsely, “I’m okay,” she said. “I love you. I love you.”
Jackie cleared her throat and tried focusing in the dim light. She looked down and saw the heap of the bald man at her side. “Thank you, Pop. If you hadn’t shot him…”
“I didn’t shoot him,” said Pop. “With this buckshot, I was afraid I’d hurt other people. I couldn’t shoot.”
“Then who did?” Jackie asked, her ears still ringing.
“Betty.”
She thought she hadn’t heard him correctly and stretched her jaw to ease the pressure in her ears. “Who?”
“Betty.”
Jackie looked past Pop and found Betty standing behind him, the pistol in her trembling hand. She took two steps past Pop and wrapped her arms around her gun-shy neighbor.
“Thank you, Betty,” she said. “Thank you.”
“I’ve never—I couldn’t—” Betty gulped, her voice shaky. “I mean—”
“It’s okay,” said Jackie, hugging her more tightly. “It’ll be okay.” She looked past her neighbor and saw Brian sitting on the sofa, his knees pulled tightly to his chest, his face buried.
Nikki stepped into the open doorway, interrupting the conversation. She was breathing heavily. “There were others,” she said. “They were downstairs, I guess. I ran down there. They ran out the front door.”
“These guys aren’t running anywhere,” said Pop. “They’re done.”
“C’mon.” Nikki waved to the kids. “Marie, Chris, come downstairs with me. Help me clean up the mess they made.”
They looked at their mother and she nodded her approval. They followed Nikki out of the room, stepping over the bodies on their way to the stairs.
Jackie tried swallowing again. It hurt, but not as much as her earlier attempt. She kicked the bald man’s body and stepped over to the one called Palero. The back of his head was smashed, his eyes fixed open, his tongue hanging from his mouth. Her stomach lurched and she braced herself against a sudden wave of nausea that crept up her aching throat. She swallowed the creeping bile and the stinging taste of acid.
“What do we do with this?” she asked. “What do we do with these two?”
“Three,” said Pop. “Nikki shot one. He’s in the guest room, I think.”
Jackie rubbed her forehead and ran her hands through her hair. It was all too surreal. Her children had witnessed too much. She had too. So, had Brian Brown. So, had everyone. She sucked in a deep breath. She couldn’t dwell on the past, even if it had just happened. Her job was to look forward.
She sighed. “All right, first things first. We get some light in here. We get rid of the bodies. Then we go from there. Plan?”
“Plan,” said Pop.
“Plan,” said Betty. “It’s a good plan.”
 



CHAPTER 28
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 6:54 PM CST
HIGHWAY 95 ELGIN, TEXAS
Rick gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. His back ached, his neck was stiff, his head hurt. He was pretty sure he had body odor. And he was certainly tired of Karen’s backseat commentary.
“It’s been twenty-four hours, Rick,” she said. “You said we’d be there by morning. That was a whole day ago.”
“What do you want me to do about it?” he asked. “I can’t help the checkpoints every fifty miles. I can’t help that Highway 290 was totally blocked at Hempstead. That added hours to the trip.”
Karen huffed and grumbled. “Still,” she said. “This is ridiculous.”
Rick didn’t bother answering her. He knew she didn’t really blame him, not rationally. He was a convenient target. He was her favorite target for everything bad in the world.
He eased off the brake and inched forward. The military had set up impassable checkpoints for anyone wanting to move freely. There were only a couple of working cars or trucks at each of the stops. Most people were on older motorcycles or bicycles. Some were on foot. And while the lines were never long, the guards manning the checkpoints were thorough. Twice, they’d had to empty the contents of the Jeep for inspection and had to argue to keep their weapons.
It wasn’t the checkpoints that really slowed them, it was the detours. From the multicar collision at Hempstead to the overturned eighteen-wheeler in Giddings, Rick had repeatedly driven miles off course to find his way back to his intended path. Given the delays, they’d stopped a couple of times to stretch their legs, eat, and go to the bathroom.
Mumphrey thumped Rick on his shoulder. “Hey, you live in Texas back in 2005?”
“Yeah,” said Rick. “We did.”
“We were newly married,” Karen said. “Those were happy days. At least I thought we were happy.”
“You remember Hurricane Rita?” Mumphrey asked, ignoring Karen’s bait. “That huge storm, most intense ever in the Gulf?”
Rick inched the Jeep forward. “I remember it. It was supposed to push right up I-45 and level Houston.”
Mumphrey nodded. “Like I said, the most intense ever in the Gulf. It was a nasty category five. All of the news stations told everybody to leave town. Remember that?”
Rick nodded. “I remember. All of the city leaders were telling people to evacuate. They wanted us to go to Austin or Dallas.”
“I started to leave,” he said. “Lived in Spring at the time. I got in my truck and got stuck in gridlock five minutes from my house. It was awful. It took me five hours to turn around and get back home.”
“The storm never hit,” said Rick.
“Oh, it hit,” said Mumphrey. “It was far to the east and didn’t do the kind of damage they thought it might.”
“It was crazy,” said Rick. “I remember it was only a few weeks after Hurricane Katrina. That’s what had everyone so spooked.”
“Yeah,” said Mumphrey. “Well, I said all of that to say this reminds me of that.”
“No kidding,” said Rick. “I’m ready to be there.”
A guard waved Rick forward. He took his foot off the brake and let the Jeep idle forward. He rolled down his window and stopped aside the uniformed guard. The guard looked young. His freckled face was lit by the flashlight in his hand until he shone it inside the Jeep, sweeping it across all of the occupants.
“Hello, sir,” he said. “Could you please cut off your engine?” It was a command more than a question.
Rick obliged. “I know the drill. You’re our third stop.”
The guard appeared unimpressed. He spoke loudly with a robotic cadence. “Is this your vehicle, sir? If so, I need to see your identification and your registration or insurance information.”
Rick reached onto the dash for the registration. He pulled his license from his shirt breast pocket. “Here you go.”
The guard eyed the documents and then Rick, shining the light in his face. He handed back the papers. “All right, Mr. Walsh. Where are you headed?”
“Coupland.”
“What’s in Coupland?”
“One of my passengers has family there.”
“Where did you come from?”
“Clear Lake.”
“Clear Lake? Why didn’t you stay there?”
Rick sighed. He’d answered the question four times already. “There’s more room for everyone in Coupland,” he said. “We decided we would be better off in Coupland.”
Mumphrey smiled at the guard. “May I ask a question?”
The guard’s eyes landed on Mumphrey. He backed up a step and aimed the light at him. He didn’t answer.
“What’s with all of the checkpoints? What are you looking for? Who are you looking for?”
“We’re just trying to keep the peace, sir,” said the guard. “The current situation has a lot of people nervous.”
Mumphrey squinted and tried shielding his eyes with his hand. “Like who? I mean, who’s nervous enough to put our men and women in uniform on checkpoints? I don’t get it.”
“We’re only doing our job, sir,” said the guard. “Police and sheriff’s departments have only so many resources. A lot of people would take advantage of a situation like this. “
“A situation like what?” Karen asked from the backseat. “What exactly is the situation?”
The guard flashed the light to the backseat and hesitated. An older-looking guard, likely a superior, made his way to the Jeep. “Is there a problem here?”
“No problem,” Rick said. “We’re wondering why there are checkpoints.”
“To ensure safe passage from one powerless spot to the next,” said the guard. He stepped back from the window and scanned the Jeep with his flashlight. “You’re lucky to have a vehicle that works.”
“Yes, I am,” said Rick. “Can you tell me if it’s clear between here and Coupland? We’re heading north here on ninety-five.”
“You should be fine,” he said. “There aren’t any more checkpoints between here and Round Rock.”
The younger guard muttered in the older one’s ear and then pointed to the lane of oncoming traffic. Rick noticed a caravan of headlights moving in his direction.
“Sir,” said the older guard, “we’re going to let you pass, but I’ll need you to pull over to the side here for a few minutes. We have some high-priority traffic moving through.”
Rick glanced at the oncoming vehicles. “High-prior—”
“Sir,” said the guard firmly, “I need you to move now.”
Without any further dissent, Rick started the Jeep, put it in gear and moved to the right side of the road as the first of the headlights approached the checkpoint. The two guards with whom he’d dealt and another two moved the temporary traffic barrier and waved the vehicle through. Its rumble vibrated the Jeep. It was a large military truck.
“What’s that look like to you, Mumphrey?” asked Rick as three more large transports barreled past them, heading southwest in the direction from which they’d come. A flatbed vehicle passed, an armored Humvee with its payload.
“It looks like they’ve got somewhere to be,” said Mumphrey, tugging on his seatbelt shoulder strap. “And they’ve got someone to see.”
Rick opened his door and hopped out of the Jeep to watch the vehicles pass. As they moved beyond the Jeep, he could see into the open rear hatch of what he now knew were personnel carriers. Inside the trucks, visible in the yellow glow of a cabin light, were helmeted soldiers holding nasty-looking rifles.
“Mumphrey,” he called over his shoulder, “come see this.”
Mumphrey hopped from the truck and joined Rick at the driver’s side. He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Like I said,” he said above the roar of the convoy, “they’ve got someone to see. All of those fellas are carrying M4s.”
“M4s?”
“It’s a lighter version of the M16 they used to use in training,” said Mumphrey. “It’s their standard rifle.”
“How do you know that?” asked Rick. “Did you serve?”
“No,” said Mumphrey. “I tried. They rejected me. I have hereditary anemia. But I do watch a lot of the Military Channel.”
“So what do you think they’re doing?”
Mumphrey shook his head. “Like I said, they’re headed somewhere with purpose. I’ve got no doubt about that. Wearing all of their battle rattle, they’ve got a mission. They could be headed to Houston or up to College Station.”
The convoy stretched as far as Rick could see. There had to be fifty or sixty vehicles from one end to the other. This must be the real reason for the checkpoints. They wanted to make sure their men got to where they needed to be.
“There are nine or ten military installations between where we are, Austin, and San Antonio,” said Mumphrey. “Fort Hood is pretty far north. All Houston has is Ellington Field. Maybe it’s reinforcements.”
“For what?” asked Rick. “Aside from the occasional jerk, society is holding together for now.”
Mumphrey shrugged. “Could be they want them in place for that moment it reaches critical mass and falls apart.”
“Yeah,” said Rick. “I just hope we find this prepper’s place we’re looking for and we’re not on some wild-goose chase. I don’t want to be fighting our way back to Houston after that moment.”
“Me neither,” said Mumphrey. “Hey, I think we’re about to see the end of the convoy.”
Rick noticed the last of the headlights headed in his direction. He and Mumphrey got back into the Jeep.
“What was that about?” asked Karen. “What’s happening?”
“Nothing to worry about,” Rick said.
Karen rolled her eyes.
Rick adjusted his rearview mirror and saw Candace with her head back against the seat, her mouth agape. She was out.
“Hey, Candace,” he said, “I’m gonna need your help. We’re getting close. You’ll need to talk us to the right place.”
Karen nudged Candace in the arm and she snapped awake, smacked her lips, and blinked her eyes into focus.
Rick spoke more softly. “You hear me, Candace?”
She nodded and yawned. “Yes,” she said groggily. “I’m up. Where are we exactly?”
The guards waved Rick through the open barrier and he shifted the Jeep into gear. He accelerated through the checkpoint and waved at the guards.
“We’re just north of 290 on Highway 95,” he said. “I’m heading north. We can’t be more than ten miles or so away.”
“That’ll only take us five hours,” Karen whined.
Candace rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “All right, I know where we are. I can get us there.”
 



CHAPTER 29
MONDAY, JANUARY 27, 2020, 6:30 PM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Chandra slipped his DiaTab into his back pocket and hustled along the narrow corridor. He checked his watch. He was late. The welcome reception started promptly at 6:30. He wasn’t there yet.
He followed the markings on the walls, retracing his steps back to the elevator that had brought him to his new home deep beneath the earth. He made a right turn, almost skipping as he picked up speed. He wasn’t so worried about the possible consequences of being late, but he didn’t want to miss anything important. Chandra had reached a full sprint by the time he got to the elevator. He punched the call button on the wall to the right of the gleaming stainless steel doors and then punched it again. The floor indicator above the doors told him the car was on its way down, but it wasn’t moving quickly enough. He was bent over at his waist, trying to catch his breath, when a chime signaled its arrival and the doors slid open. A uniformed guard was standing inside at the controls.
“Feed level?” he asked, one eyebrow raised higher than the other. “The welcome reception?”
The guard pressed the button for level two and the doors slid shut with a whoosh.
Chandra rested against the back wall of the elevator with his hands on his hips. The elevator surged upward and he felt it in his knees. He breathed in and out through his nose, trying to regulate his heart rate. He self-consciously touched his soft belly, thinking about how he hadn’t cared about his health since Anila left him. If nothing else, perhaps the apocalypse would be good for weight loss.
The elevator clanked to a stop. The doors whooshed open to reveal a brightly lit lobby. The guard nodded at Chandra and the scientist exited the car. The doors closed behind him and a pleasant-looking woman greeted him. She was dressed in a sleek black dress, her hair pulled tightly into a bun. She was holding a larger version of the DiaTab and reminded Chandra of a hostess at a chichi restaurant, checking reservations. Chandra looked over her shoulder and saw a line of people filtering through a set of doors at the opposite end of the lobby. There were five other women dressed in identical dresses, their hair also in buns, standing closer to the doors, each of them holding tablets.
The woman shifted her weight, drawing Chandra’s attention back to her eyes. “Hello,” she said with a broad, toothy smile. “Welcome to the reception. Could you please hold up your DiaWatch? Turn the face toward me.”
Chandra looked down at his wrist and then raised it up for the woman to see. She aimed a lens on the back of her DiaTab at the watch face and tapped her tablet screen. Chandra could see the reflection of light from the tablet change in her eyes. She scanned whatever it was on the screen and then looked back up, her smile returning.
“Dr. Vihaan Chandra?”
“Yes.”
She tapped the screen with her impeccably manicured fingers. “Excellent. And you are a resident of our Intact Level 5 here in Building 3?”
“Yes.”
She tapped the screen twice more. “Wonderful. How are you enjoying your stay with us so far?”
Chandra curled his brow. The question was absurd. This wasn’t a resort in Aspen or a cruise along the Mexican Riviera. This was an underground bunker designed to preserve humanity. She must have caught his dislike of the question because she tapped the screen and rephrased it. Her eyes left his and moved from right to left as she read from the tablet. “Are your accommodations acceptable?”
Chandra thought it better not to quibble. “Yes. The room is very nice.”
She looked up from the tablet after pressing it again. “Outstanding. That’s wonderful to hear. Do you have any questions?”
Questions? I have a million of them. I doubt, however, you would answer any of them. And if you did, you’d probably tap something into that tablet of yours, marking me as a malcontent.
Chandra returned the smile and shook his head. “No, but thank you for asking.”
“Fantastic. If you’ll follow me, please, Dr. Chandra, I’ll escort you to the welcome reception. It’s beyond those doors in our dining room here on the Feed Level. They may have already started, but I doubt you’ve missed much.”
The woman tucked her tablet under one arm and glided toward the doors at the back of the lobby. She moved swiftly and Chandra pushed himself to keep pace. They brushed past the other bunbots and she pulled open one of the large doors leading into the dining room, motioning for him to enter. “Thank you, Dr. Chandra. You may sit wherever you please.”
Chandra thanked the woman and crossed into the cavernous space to the sound of applause. Like the lobby, it was brightly lit. At the front of the room were a riser and a lectern. Someone was waving to the assembled residents and leaving her position at the microphone. Another person was taking her place, adjusting the lectern to prepare for her presentation. There were dozens of circular dining tables dotting the room, each draped with a black tablecloth. The room smelled like a mixture of baked goods and steamed vegetables. It was at once appetizing and nauseating, and the odor transported Chandra back to elementary school and the cramped lunch room, where aproned workers slung slop onto hungry children’s Styrofoam plates.
Farther into the room was a long buffet to one side. There was a line of people carrying cafeteria trays, awaiting their turns at the steaming trough. A few of them played with their DiaTabs while they waited.
Chandra found a chair at an empty table at the back of the room and sat. The rising din of clanging utensils and glasses and the soft murmur of conversation stopped when the speaker began to talk. She was in a uniform similar to Van Cleaf’s and stood at the lectern with her hands behind her back. She stood ramrod straight and spoke with a seriousness Chandra hadn’t yet heard from any of the other handlers. Her image was projected on a pair of screens flanking the riser. The woman seemed to wear a tattooed grimace on her face and Chandra wondered how long it had been since she had smiled, if in fact she ever had.
“Welcome,” the woman said. “I’d like to pretend that I am happy you are here with us. I am not. Your presence means we are facing an extinction-level event. It means society is on the brink of collapse and that anyone you know who is not here likely won’t survive very long.”
The woman paused and the crowd grew restless. The murmur grew louder until she silenced it.
“All right,” she said flatly. “That’s enough. I understand your concerns. I’m aware that what I’m telling you isn’t easy to hear. My job isn’t to candy coat what’s happening, it’s not to put on a smile and ask you if you’re comfortable. Rather, it’s to inform you of the harsh reality of our situation and that of those left behind.”
The woman cleared her throat. Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the room. Nearly everyone, even those in line for food, was paying attention now. The ding of flatware disappeared. The room was virtually silent.
“You are aware that on 24 January, we experienced the effects of what is called a coronal mass ejection, or CME. In layman’s terms, it is a blast of magnetic radiation from the sun that can interfere with our communication and electrical grids. This CME was the strongest in recorded history and the Earth took a direct hit.”
Chandra leaned forward onto the table. His eyes were on the large projection to the left of the podium. The presenter scowled. The soft skin under her eyes was swollen thick and purple. Thin red lines spider webbed the whites of her eyes. He imagined she hadn’t slept and had spent much of her time since 24 January working to pull off whatever this place truly was.
She gripped the edges of the lectern. “That, however, is not why you’re here,” she said. “You are here because another, more powerful CME is on its way. Whatever is left of our modern infrastructure—communication satellites, power-generating plants, oil and gas pipelines, cable television, the Internet, water treatment plants—are all going to be gone.”
She paused and allowed the hundreds in the room to squeal, cry out, moan, protest, or however it was the previously uninitiated chose to cope with the news. For more than five minutes, Chandra watched self-pity consume the dining room. The woman on the riser stood icily with her hands wrapped around the lectern’s Lucite edges until the rumble subsided.
“The United States military has deployed teams across the country, choosing strategic spots to facilitate traffic, contain potential threats, and prolong peace as long as possible. This is primarily to allow for the safe travel of others, like you, to other regional facilities like this one. At a point after the second CME hits Earth, they will retreat to secure facilities and leave the surviving masses up top to fend for themselves.”
The woman kept talking, informing those assembled of things to come, but Chandra stopped listening. He was focused on six words she’d said that changed everything.
Other regional facilities like this one.
The implications of those six words were unfathomable to Chandra. Not only had the government successfully, and secretly, been planning for doomsday with a ridiculously hi-tech underground facility bent on saving mankind from itself, but it had done it in multiple places. Instead of preparing to provide for all of its three hundred million citizens, it had created a network of bunkers across the country designed to save only a fraction of the populace. As Treadgold had already explained to him, the CME wasn’t a reason to escape underground and thin the herd. It was an excuse. It was an opportunity.
Chandra was numb, as if he were floating above himself and looking down at the collection of survivors who’d been afforded a golden ticket into a life-saving bunker. As he floated higher, he wondered if that ticket was in fact golden or if it was another mineral so commonly found in the mines dug deep into rocks and mountains called iron pyrite.
Fool’s gold.
He was determined to find out and, if need be, get out as quickly as he possibly could.
 



CHAPTER 30
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
74 DAYS, 14 HOURS, 51 MINUTES, 08 SECONDS
RED DEER, ALBERTA, CANADA
Steve Kremer looked out across the thin layer of snow that covered the grass runway. Dark, frozen blades poked out from beneath the white, giving the landscape the appearance of a stubble chin in need of a shave. The sky was cloudless and a pastel shade of purple. The aurora was fading as the sun peeked over the horizon. It was a new day.
He patted the fuselage of the fueled RV-8 with his hand.
“You’ve got somebody on your side,” he said to Clayton. “God, the Holy Ghost, somebody.”
Clayton was sitting in the plane’s cockpit with the canopy open. He was starting his preflight checklist. The operating handbook was on his lap. He confirmed the master switch was on and the prop control was pulled forward. He flipped on the fuel pump, counted to two, and turned it off.
“Why do you say that?” he asked. He rubbed his sore jaw and looked over at Steve.
Steve shrugged and pointed skyward. “I’m thinking about all of the things that had to go right for you to survive up there and then make it down here. Then we find you a plane that still works and a way to fuel it up.”
Clayton smiled. “You’re the somebody. Steve,” he said, “if it weren’t for you, I’d be a huge steaming pile of wolf crap right now.”
Steve squeezed his face in disgust. “Two things, Clayton. One, you know how to paint a picture, that’s for sure. And two, you’d be a frozen pile of wolf crap.”
The men laughed. Despite only having just met, there was an ease between them as if they’d known each other for years.
Clayton cupped his hands in front of his mouth and blew on them. He flexed his stiff fingers. He opened the throttle by one eighth and put the brakes on hold.
“You’re a saint,” Clayton said. “I mean, people like you don’t exist, Steve. You’ve risked your life, spent precious fuel, given up a part of your garden. I feel guilty, like I’ve taken advantage of you. I’ve got nothing to offer in return.”
Steve stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked wistfully at Clayton. He swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “You’ve got nothing to feel guilty about,” he said. “I did all of this because I wanted to do it. How often does a guy like me get to be useful to an astronaut, eh? Plus I got to kill a wolf with a Russian axe pistol and steal a plane. That’s some stuff out of an adventure novel, right there. You ever read Murray McDonald’s stuff?”
Clayton stretched his injured leg in the cockpit, easing the discomfort. “The writer?”
“Yeah, the novelist,” said Steve. “He writes action thrillers. The God Complex, Traitor, Scion. All really good. He’s also got this clever series about an EMP and a government conspiracy. Lots of adventure. I feel like a guy in one of his books. I owe you the thank you.”
Clayton started to respond but hesitated and rubbed his jaw again. He gripped the sides of the cockpit and hoisted himself out of the plane. He landed on the snow with a crunch and stepped over to Steve. He put his hand on his shoulder and then drew the Canadian toward him for a bear hug. He slapped Steve on the back.
Clayton pulled away. “You’re better than an action hero, Steve. You’re real. And I did leave you one of the survival packs,” he said. “It’s got a lot of good stuff in it. Some extra food, some first aid, that kind of stuff. I know it’s not adequate compensation, regardless of what you say. It’s something though.”
“I appreciate it,” he said. “You didn’t have to give me anything.”
“If Tim Horton’s was open, I’d buy you a cup of coffee too,” Clayton said with a smile.
“I’d take you up on it, eh?” said Steve. “You gotta go. The weather’s probably as good as it’s going to get. I checked the runway. The snow here’s not too bad. You should have plenty of traction. Plus, I took a huge jug of windshield washer fluid I had in the house and doused the wings with it. No need to worry about freezing.”
“You gonna be okay?”
“Me?” Steve said, chuckling. “Of course, I’ve been alone for a long time, Clayton. I’m used to it. It was nice having you around for a couple days, but I’ll admit you’re cramping my style.”
Clayton smirked. “Funny.”
The men shook hands one more time and Clayton climbed back into the cockpit. He strapped in and reached over his head to close the canopy. He was ready to go.
After turning the ignition to start and checking the oil pressure, he idled the engine at a thousand RPMs. The avionics master was on, the autopilot switch was on, and the flaps were up. He checked the flap switch. It was off.
He throttled up to 1700 RPM and began taxiing out to the strip, which was essentially a wide clearing with enough distance for him to gain speed and take off. The engine instruments all looked good as he advanced the RV and centered the aircraft on the runway.
Clayton rechecked the canopy and made sure it was locked. He looked back over his shoulder and found Steve standing alone in the snow, his hands on his hips. Clayton lingered for a moment. The chances of seeing Steve again anytime soon, if ever, were slim to none. The man had not only saved his life, he’d provided for a respectful resting place for Ben Greenwood and Boris Voin. Clayton checked a North American map he’d found tacked to a wall in the hangar. He’d scribbled Steve’s name, address, cell phone, and HAM radio call sign on the Pacific Ocean in black Sharpie. If things ever returned to normal, he’d know how to find him and thank him properly. He could even introduce him to Jackie and the kids.
Clayton looked straight ahead and throttled up, accelerating across the near-frozen field until he’d reached the right speed and he pulled back on the stick. Gravity pushed him back against the seat. It wasn’t quite the rush of a Russian rocket lifting off for the International Space Station, but it was equally as exciting. He couldn’t help but smile as he cleared the end of the runway and the tall, snow-dusted evergreens clustered at the end of the field.
He quickly tilted the controls to the left and then back to the right, tipping his hat to Steve, and climbed rapidly, heading south. He adjusted his direction slightly, hitting more of a southeastern line as the RV-8 whirred skyward. He’d already figured he could fly at eleven thousand five hundred feet. That was the target. He couldn’t go above twelve and a half without oxygen.
Clayton climbed higher and higher, watching the altimeter reflect the changing altitude. For the first time since the alarm sounded in the ISS cupola, he felt in control.
He loosened his grip on the controls and slid his hips forward, finding a comfortable spot in the seat. He could travel about seven hundred and fifty miles or so without any fuel problems. Much more than that and he’d run into serious issues. Given that the trip to Houston was thirty-five hundred miles, give or take, he’d need to stop four times and refuel. Based on maps and what he remembered from some of the trips he and his dad had taken, he’d circled the areas he was most likely to find a good spot to land and find more fuel.
He had an extra twenty gallons in the cans he’d loaded into the front and aft storage compartments, which bought him a little leeway. Those were emergency supplies though, and he’d only use those if his first landing choice for each stop didn’t have access to fuel.
To be conservative, his first circle was Billings, Montana. It was roughly six hundred miles from Red Deer and home to Billings Logan International Airport. Chances were good it had a general aviation component. It was in Yellowstone County and Clayton figured there were plenty of rich adventurers who’d rather fly private than commercial to Big Sky Country. That meant he could probably find the needed 100LL Blue fuel required for the RV-8’s engine.
Once he reached altitude, he’d cruise at two hundred ten miles per hour. That gave him a three-hour flight to the first stop. It was a good plan and it worked.
Until it didn’t.
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
74 DAYS, 21 HOURS, 21 MINUTES, 02 SECONDS
Clayton was singing The Gourds’ country version of Snoop Dogg’s “Gin and Juice”
loudly enough he could almost hear it over the vibrating hum of the RV-8’s four-cylinder engine and the whir of the nose propeller. That is, he was singing the same four lines over and over again while pretending to play the drum with one hand. He was at eleven thousand four hundred and eighty feet. He was cruising at more than two hundred miles per hour. The sky was clear. There were virtually no clouds, aside from the occasional thin wisp of vapor, and he was more than a thousand miles into his journey from Red Deer. Clayton was closer to his home, to Jackie, and to the kids than he’d been in seventy-five days.
Billings had been the perfect place to stop. He’d identified the airport without any problems given the excellent visibility, and he’d landed the aircraft cleanly despite a gusty crosswind. It was bumpy, but he’d managed it and eased the aircraft onto the runway, applying more than enough force to the brakes for a solid landing and stop.
As long as the number of landings equaled the number of takeoffs, then all was good.
He’d taxied for a few minutes, searching the buildings that lined the tarmac. He’d found a flight school called Aviation Adventures at the southwestern edge of the north-south taxiway. Next to it was an elevated tank similar to the ones he’d used in Red Deer. Unlike the Canadian crop duster’s strip, however, which relied on the gravity tanks as the primary source of fuel, the single tank adjacent to Aviation Adventures appeared to be the emergency supply.
“I think this qualifies as an emergency,” he said to himself as he’d attached the grounding cable to the aircraft and uncapped the tanks in each wing. He’d filled each until he could see the fuel rise to a level about one inch from the top and recapped the tanks. He’d be good for another seven hundred and fifty miles.
His plan, however, didn’t take him quite that far on the next leg. He’d traced his finger along the map from the circle around Billings to the one he’d drawn around Fort Collins, Colorado, and the Fort Collins-Loveland Regional Airport.
Under normal circumstances, the FBO there, JetCenter, operated twenty-four hours per day, seven days per week. He’d been there with his dad years earlier. They’d gone to see Colorado State play the University of Florida in football, and he remembered the FBO having elevated fuel tanks. He also remembered the Gators winning handily in a rare nonconference game outside the sunshine state.
Clayton thought about that game as he neared Colorado. He stopped singing and grew quiet. The engine whir and the icy wind whistling against the canopy faded into white noise as he recalled sitting in the stands with his dad. They’d had too much fun. He missed his father.
He also missed his own son, Chris. He’d not done enough for the boy. He hadn’t taken him to far-flung college football games or teed it up on a tough par three. He hadn’t taken him to enough late night movies and shared a tub of greasy popcorn doused with fake theater butter. Now the chances to do those things were gone. There’d be no college football next fall, time for golf, or a midnight showing at the Cinemark Hollywood or NASA Dollar Eight. He’d taken Chris camping a few times, but as far as he could remember, Rick Walsh had taken him more often.
That was one of Jackie’s more frequent complaints. She could understand his commitment to work, the endless hours required for his mission. Their son could not, she’d told him countless times. He couldn’t rationalize his father’s absence. He only knew a seat was empty at the dinner table and a ticket to the latest Star Wars movie went unused.
Clayton had blown her off. “This is temporary,” he’d told her. “He gets that. When I get back, I’ll have plenty of time.”
Plenty of time.
Clayton checked his altitude. He was steady at eleven thousand four hundred eighty feet, but he felt himself sinking.
If only he could erase what he’d done, what he’d missed, and start again. If he had it to do over, he never would have signed up to be a candidate. He’d have stayed with his boring, but lucrative job and spent more time with his family. He’d have taken Chris to Rockets basketball games. He’d have spent weekends binge-watching old seasons of Game of Thrones with Marie. He’d have listened to his wife. More than anything he would have listened to Jackie.
The controls rattled in his hand as he hit minor turbulence. It wasn’t much, but it was enough of a bump to jolt him from his lamentations and force him to focus on the flight. He checked the flight timer conveniently installed on the instrument panel and estimated he was getting close enough to Fort Collins he should lower his altitude.
He dropped to eleven thousand feet and then ten five. The plane responded to his fluid commands, the nose dropping on his initial descent. He looked out in front of him at the snowy jagged peaks of the Rockies extending in all directions. Even from his altitude he didn’t think they were as impressive as those he’d seen in Canada. That was another point for the Canucks. There was hockey, John Candy, Ryan Reynolds, Maple cookies, CanadaArm2, Steve Kremer, and the majesty of the mountains in Alberta. Wolves, glaciers, and Nickelback were still negatives.
He checked the altimeter. It read ten thousand feet.
What was it about Nickelback that was so offensive? Clayton wondered. They were talented musicians. They had a distinctive sound. They had several hit singles. They weren’t the Beatles, The Rolling Stones, or even The White Stripes, but it wasn’t like they were Creed either. Why were they the butt of jokes?
He didn’t have a chance to figure it out.
The nose pitched sharply downward and the only sound Clayton could hear was the wind screaming against the canopy. The electronic instrument panel went dark. The engine was dead. The propeller spun but acted as a large speed brake. Clayton’s stomach jumped and the belt straps dug deep into his shoulders to keep him in his seat.
In the instant after the engine failure, as Clayton grappled with the reality of his falling plane, the sky shifted colors to a deep red that bathed the cockpit in an odd, undulating light that only heightened the sense of urgency. It was as if an alert were sounded on a submarine as a torpedo rushed toward it.
For a split second, Clayton took his eyes from the black instrument panel and looked up through the clear canopy at the sky above him. It was awash with an aurora. He knew immediately what had happened. Another CME.
Avoiding panic, Clayton massaged the flight controls and raised the nose of the aircraft to a more tenable position. He was still on course, but he’d have no power to control where exactly he landed. Or crashed. He’d have to do his best to glide the RV-8 to the ground, using the analog controls still at his disposal.
Blooms of sweat dripped into his eyes. His back was suddenly cold and damp. His hand was slippery on the control stick between his knees. He swallowed hard, his eyes sweeping the terrain some seven to eight thousand feet below him. Everything was unacceptable; snow and thick evergreen forests and jagged mountains. There was nowhere to land. He fought the aircraft to level the nose as much as he could to extend his flight. He knew, without the engines, the altitude would plummet enough without aiding the descent.
The aircraft shuddered and dropped horizontally. Clayton pulled back gently, working the aerodynamics of the home-built aircraft as much as he could. As far as he could tell, the propeller helped maintain some speed, but he’d slowed the aircraft significantly. The faster he traveled, the more quickly he’d hit the ground. He guessed his glide speed was about half of his cruising speed. The plane was probably moving at about one hundred miles an hour, or eighty-five knots.
Clayton scanned the horizon from left to right and back again. Still nothing. Then, to his left, he could see the mountains give way to more level ground. There was a thin reservoir or lake and beyond that the city of Fort Collins. He was close, close enough to attempt a landing.
He’d only have one shot, though. There was no touch and go, no chance to abort the landing and try again on a second loop. This was it.
The wind, however, was pushing the aircraft as he neared the eastern edge of the mountain range. He could feel it in the control stick. The wings rolled and the plane yawed beyond his ability. Another gust pushed the aircraft farther off course.
Clayton guessed he was at three or four thousand feet. He could see the Fort Collins airstrip, but he couldn’t find the right glide path. Instead, he rolled away from his target, deeper into the mountains. The airstrip was out of the question. He couldn’t risk crashing into a populated area.
He kept his eyes to the left, looking east to find a clearing, an unpopulated area where he could attempt a landing. Even if he crashed, he wouldn’t hurt anybody else. There was nothing. Beyond the edge of the range, as it sloped into the northern Denver suburbs, the development was denser. There were fewer places to land without incredible risk to those on the ground.
He was running out of time.
Clayton shrugged the sweat from his brow and made a decision. He jerked the stick to the left. When the plane rolled away from the mountains, the wind immediately hit the aircraft again. The fuselage shuddered and he gripped the controls more tightly as he worked against the force fighting his plane. He was like a surfer trying to cross a reef-fueled ocean break to get to the calmer water beyond.
He held the plane in a roll until he was heading due east and then, when he felt the wind lessen its push, worked back to the south. Ahead he could see a wide grassy area to the east of Denver. It was more than large enough for an emergency landing.
He was at a thousand feet and dropping fast. The field was ahead. The key was hitting it. If he descended too quickly, he could hit what looked like a shopping center and beyond it a small lake. It was close.
Clayton worked the controls, trying to maintain the roll of the wings. At the right moment, as he crossed the shopping center, he worked the aileron and rudder in opposite directions. The plane dropped more rapidly. He was over the lake.
At the middle of the lake, at about one hundred feet, he normalized the controls and braced himself. He was about to land on soft ground, which could flip the plane onto its back if the mains caught it just right. With one hand, Clayton unlocked the canopy and slid it back, locking it again. He didn’t want to be trapped.
A moment later, his muscles tensed and winced when the aircraft bounced onto the thick prairie grass. He lowered the pitch again and the nose came down. The plane shuddered and rattled as the wheels caught the earth. Clayton felt the heavy vibrations in his body, the belt and straps keeping him from flying through the open canopy.
He applied the brakes, which were hydraulic and unaffected by the power loss, but applied too much pressure. The forward momentum stalled too quickly and the tail end of the plane lifted off the ground. The plane kept moving forward, its tail tumbling over and to the left. Clayton’s world flipped and tumbled. It was filled with the grotesque sounds of crunching metal slammed against the cold, sloppy ground.
He closed his eyes and braced himself, losing his sense of equilibrium. The cockpit collapsed around him and a sudden, sharp pain burned his injured leg. Something punched him in the side and there was pressure pushing down on his left shoulder.
Then the plane skidded to a stop. The cacophony of noise was gone. All Clayton could hear was the wind breezing through and around the heap of the RV-8.
Clayton opened his eyes and couldn’t tell at first whether he was right side up or upside down. He quickly realized, though, he was sideways, still belted into his seat. He wrestled his bruised left arm free from the collapsed space between the fuselage and the seat. He looked over at his leg. It was bleeding again. His head was throbbing, affecting his vision, each quickened pulse amplifying the ache at his temples.
He sucked in a deep breath of cold air. His lungs burned. But he was alive.
He braced himself and unlatched his belt. His body dropped to the side and he found an opening through which he could crawl.
Clayton emerged from the wreckage and dropped his boots onto the ground, stumbling away from what was left of the RV-8. About fifty feet from the hull, he saw his Roscosmos survival pack. His eyes focused on the pack and he began limping toward it. Breathing was more difficult than he remembered. There was pressure on his left side. He touched his ribs as he moved, blasting a sharp pain through his body that stopped him in his tracks. He coughed, which aggravated both his headache and his injured ribs. He bent over at his waist, pulling short breaths through his mouth. He squeezed his eyes shut and grunted against the agony.
“C’mon,” he said. “Fight through it. You’ve come too far.”
He opened his eyes to blurred vision and newfound dizziness. Clayton stood up straight, trying to blink his surroundings into focus.
And then the world went black.
 



CHAPTER 31
TUESDAY JANUARY 28, 2020, 12:32 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
“We’re not staying here,” said Jackie. “We can’t.”
It was a decision with which she’d struggled the entirety of the night and most of the morning. She’d told herself she wouldn’t leave until Clayton came home, but after dragging three dead bodies out of her house and listening to Chris and Marie cry themselves to sleep, she knew her original plan was no longer viable.
What struck her most, what changed her perspective, was how young the three intruders appeared. The one who choked her was the eldest and he couldn’t have been more than twenty. The one who took the bat to the head probably hadn’t graduated from high school. And the one who swung the bat looked like he might have been Chris’s age.
As a mother, she couldn’t easily reconcile that three young men had died in her home. Even though they were the aggressors, they were children. She’d said prayers for each of them as they slung their dead weight from the house and across the street.
Pop had recommended burning their bodies in the ashes of the homes on the other side of the cul-de-sac. Despite initial protests at the barbarity of it, the others had tacitly agreed. It was the best option. Nobody wanted rotting corpses piled into a garage or a backyard.
Jackie had insisted on lighting the match. “It’s my house,” she’d said. “I’m responsible.” She’d made sure her children were inside and upstairs with Betty Brown. She hadn’t wanted them to witness the crude cremation.
Children.
That was the word that kept poking at her sanity. Children had attacked her. Children had died violently. And if this was happening in her neighborhood, what was happening elsewhere? Was the world falling apart already?
She sat alone at the kitchen island as the sun rose and the others awoke from what they all admitted was a restless sleep. Like post-apocalyptic zombies, they’d shambled their way toward food.
Now, standing in the kitchen with her children and her boarders, she was telling them what would happen next. They would pack up, taking only the essentials, and they would walk to Johnson Space Center and find refuge there.
“I think that’s a good plan,” said Nikki. “We don’t know who these thugs were. They hit Pop and Nancy; then they came for us. There’s no telling who else they worked with, who might be coming next.”
Pop shook his head. “I don’t think anyone is going to mess with us again,” he said. “I really don’t. Not with three of them getting killed. Word will spread. I think we can stay.”
“I’m not so sure,” Nikki said. “It’s not like we’re putting heads on spikes to warn potential threats.”
“Nice visual,” Jackie said with a grimace.
Nikki shrugged. “Sorry. You know what I mean. The longer this goes on, the more vulnerable we become. We got lucky last night.”
“We did,” said Pop. “Still, I don’t know that it’s a good idea to leave the neighborhood.”
Jackie understood. He and Nancy had already left their home because of one attack. They’d found a brief respite in hers until it was unceremoniously destroyed.
“I agree,” said Betty. “I can’t leave.”
“What do you mean?” Jackie asked. “Why not?”
She looked over at her son, the enduring pain evident, and she reached over to touch his hands. “Brian has already retreated more deeply into his cocoon. I can’t uproot him again.”
Jackie’s voice softened. “Then what will you do?”
“If it’s okay with you,” Betty asked, “I’ll stay here. If you leave me with some food and water, I can keep an eye on your place.”
Jackie shook her head. “I don’t know, Bet—”
Betty raised her finger and her voice. “When your husband comes home, I can tell him where you are. If there’s nobody here, he won’t know where to find you.”
Jackie didn’t want to admit it, but Betty made a good point. It would be nice to have someone in the house, someone watching over her home and waiting for Clayton. She’d planned on penning a note to let him know where she’d be. That was risky, though. If some squatter decided her house was a good place to set up shop, Clayton might never find out where she’d gone. With Betty there, the chances of reconnecting improved.
“We’re staying, then, too,” said Pop. “We’re not going to leave Betty here by herself.”
Nancy grabbed Pop’s arm, her hand covering his faded tattoo. Her eyes danced between her husband and Betty, who sat across from her at the kitchen island.
“I don’t feel safe here,” she said. “I think we should go. Nikki’s right. They could come back.”
“You don’t have to stay because of me,” Betty said. “We’ll be okay.”
Pop bit his lip. Jackie watched him weigh the options, then gave him a momentary reprieve.
“Marie, Chris, you two need to get your stuff together,” she said. “Grab your school backpacks and pack them with clothing and toiletries. Marie, you also have that Vera Bradley duffel. Attach the shoulder strap to it and bring it down here. I’ll use it for food and first aid.”
“What do I pack?” Chris asked. “I mean, what kind of clothes?”
“Whatever you want,” said Jackie. “Just make sure you bring a jacket.”
Chris nodded and trudged upstairs, following Marie, who was already at the top of the steps. She paused at the entry to the media room, staring blankly at the blood-soaked carpet.
Chris stopped halfway up the stairs. “Mom, do you see that?”
“See what?” she asked. Then she saw it. A red light filtered through the windows, through the cracks of the boards Nikki had used to secure the spots where the plane crash had blown out the glass panes.
She walked toward the front entry, the Vickers, Betty, and Nikki close behind. Chris bounded down the stairs and beat them there. He swung open the door, revealing an undulating, strobing red light that painted the neighborhood with its angry tint.
As a group, they stepped to the driveway, their eyes fixed skyward. Jackie looked to her left and saw other neighbors doing the same thing. They too were speechless at the otherworldly glow that seemed to be deepening by the minute.
“Could it be?” Jackie asked. “Is it possible?”
“Is what possible?” Chris asked. He took his mother’s hand. “What is it?”
Nikki cursed. “It’s another magnetic blast. This is the same thing that happened the other night.”
“The sun?” asked Chris.
“Yes,” said Jackie. “The sun.”
Chris squeezed her hand. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know,” said Jackie.
“It means whatever electronics weren’t fried the first go-around are gone now,” said Pop. “This is just insult to injury now.”
Nikki put her hand on Jackie’s shoulder. “I think we best get going,” she said. “This is going to incite panic. The faster we get to NASA, the better.”
Jackie agreed. She started back to the house, still holding her son’s hand. She reached the front porch and called to the Vickers and Betty Brown, who were still awestruck.
“I think you need to come with me,” she said. “I don’t think there’s a choice now.”
She marched inside, led Chris to the stairs, and told Marie to hurry up. “We need to be out of here in twenty minutes. Move with purpose, Marie. No screwing around.”
Jackie disappeared into her bedroom closet. She stuffed an overnight bag full of whatever she could find. She added a magazine for the Glock, which she’d hidden in her underwear drawer. In the bathroom, she found a toiletry kit, a box of tampons, and a grooming kit she thought might come in handy. She stuffed them into the bag, moved from the closet into the bedroom, and tossed the bag onto her bed.
She sat on her side of the unmade bed and reached into the drawer of her bedside table. From it, she pulled a diary-style notebook and a pen. She cracked the journal’s spine and popped off the pen cap with her mouth, her hand hovering over the blank page as she considered what to write.
Clay,
Thank God you’re home. I can’t imagine your journey. Know that I love you. The kids love you. We always believed you’d find your way back to us. The house is a mess. We had some trouble, but we’re okay. We left here on Tuesday, January 28, and went to JSC. Irma Molinares invited us and told us we’d be safe there. We’re waiting for you!
All my love, Jackie.
Jackie read over the note she’d written. Then she read it again and huffed. It was disjointed and seemed more like a note left for a scavenger hunt than a welcome-home letter, but she didn’t have time to labor over it. It did its job, which was telling her husband where he could find her once he’d made it home. That was what mattered.
She carefully ripped the note at the book’s spine and folded it over. She wrote his name on the back of the paper and carried it, along with her bag, to the kitchen. She pulled a steak knife from the butcher block next to the sink, held the note against the wall adjacent to the refrigerator, and stabbed it with the knife. The serrated blade sank deep into the drywall.
“I love Cutco,” she said. “So, worth the money.”
Twenty minutes later she had the Glock 17 tucked into her waist and she was locking the front door to her house. Awaiting her in the driveway were her children, Nikki, the Vickers, and the Browns.
“I’m glad you decided to come with us,” Jackie said to Betty as she joined the group. “I know it’s not easy.”
Betty adjusted the bag on her shoulder and pulled Jackie close. She wrapped her hands around Jackie’s back and thanked her.
“I know I’m not the easiest,” she said. “I appreciate what you’re doing.”
“We’re all in this together,” said Jackie. She pulled away from Betty and stepped to the street. “That’s the only way we get through it.”
The rest of the group followed her silently, marching in unison to the end of the cul-de-sac. Jackie adjusted the Glock at her waist and glanced over at Nikki. The wrestler made her handgun visible too. It was a conscious decision they’d made. If they displayed their weapons, nobody would mess with them. That was the hope, at least. They turned the corner onto the main loop and Pop eased next to Jackie. He carried the shotgun in one hand, a large bag slung over the other shoulder.
“Jackie,” he asked, “what do we do if NASA turns us away? We’re not part of your family.”
Jackie looked at Pop and then straight ahead at the road. She smirked. “Yes, you are,” she said, nodding. “Yes, you are.”
 



CHAPTER 32
TUESDAY, JANUARY 28, 2020, 1:30 PM
COUPLAND, TEXAS
Rick Walsh stood against his Jeep, watching the others eating lunch at a picnic table. In a vacuum, it was a scene straight out of The Waltons. Adults and kids devoured the family-style meal served in large bowls and plates. In the red hue of the aurora, the food looked as though it were under a heat lamp. Rick wasn’t hungry anyhow and, at the risk of offending his host, he’d declined lunch and taken a walk around the property. He was back now, watching Candace’s cousin interact with his new guests. His name was Gus Gruber. He was a retired firefighter and had left the job with a larger pension than the salary he’d pulled down during twenty years battling flames and rescuing kittens from trees. He’d worked twenty-four- hour shifts, followed by two or three days off depending on his rotation, and explained he’d used the prolonged time off to work on his land.
Gus and his property had been everything Candace had promised. He owned a large piece of property hidden in the thick brush and trees that lined Brushy Creek to the east of Highway 95. Within the cattle fencing that lined the rectangular acreage, the cousin had built himself a compound complete with a large five-bedroom house, a detached garage that could hold three cars and a pair of ATVs, a large garden, a greenhouse, and a chicken coop. He had a good supply of water from a well behind the house and a large generator powered by the propane he’d stored in a quintet of large tanks at the back of the property. Beyond the fencing to the north, he owned another twenty acres on which cattle roamed freely. There were twenty head, and eventually they’d prolong the supply of red meat. It was quite a setup and the cousin was surprisingly eager to share.
When they’d arrived, he’d welcomed them unconditionally. He’d asked only that everyone pull his or her weight in keeping the place clean, taking care of the chickens, and tending the garden. Rick thought the cousin was mighty eager to have company, but he’d kept his reservations to himself. The guy was offering free room and board and a place removed from the havoc that was infecting the cities and suburbs. That was worth the benefit of the doubt.
Gus waved to Rick, calling him over. “Come here, big fella,” he said with a chuckle. “Got a question for ya.”
Rick reluctantly sauntered over to the table, positioning himself behind Kenny, who was sitting next to his mother. He put his hands on his son’s shoulders.
Gus pointed at Rick with a well-chewed ear of corn. “So we were talking,” he said, “and Mumphrey here says you ran into some trouble.”
Rick smirked and glanced over at Mumphrey. “Which time? There was the cult, the bad truckers, the good trucker who helped us with some thieving gas station clerks, the roadblock with fake cops, and the roadblocks with the real military.”
“What cult?” asked Karen. She elbowed Kenny. “You never said anything about a cult. Where was the cult?”
Kenny shrugged. “I don’t know. I didn’t think about mentioning it.”
Gus sucked a piece of corn from his teeth and adjusted the faded red, sweat-stained Mahindra ball cap on his head. “That’s a lot more than Mumphrey let on,” he said. “We got time for the other stories, which I’m guessing Karen here might want to hear, but I’m talking about the roadblocks. The real ones.”
Rick shot Mumphrey a look and shrugged. “Not much to it,” he said. “They said they were trying to control the flow of people in and out of big cities.”
Gus’s eyebrows arched high enough on his forehead they disappeared behind the brim of his cap. “You believe that?”
“I don’t know what to believe,” Rick said. “Seems odd. Then again, all of this does.”
“There was that huge convoy,” said Mumphrey, wiping the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “That’s what I mentioned to Gus here. Looked like they were fully loaded, ready to go.”
Gus aimed the corncob at Mumphrey. “See, that’s what I don’t get. You’ve got police and fire in every city. You’ve got sheriff’s deputies, constables, jailers, federal agents all living in the big cities. Not sure why you roll in the cavalry, so to speak. Know what I mean?”
Reggie Buck, sitting next to Gus and opposite Karen, cleared his throat and swallowed. “I’m not as fast to rush to conspiracies,” he said. “We’ve suffered what is essentially a natural disaster. The military frequently responds to disasters. Maybe they’re slow. Like after Katrina in New Orleans.”
Gus took a swig of tea from a big plastic cup and shook his head. “It ain’t a conspiracy, brother, if it’s happening. It’s the real deal. There’s something bigger going on here. I heard rumors of FEMA camps.”
Reggie shook his head. “Those rumors always pop up. Remember the whole Jade Helm thing five years ago? Everyone thought the government was training to round people up. It never happened.”
“Yet,” said Gus. “It hasn’t happened yet. I mean, look at that sky. It’s blood red. You think that ain’t got the government freaked a zombie apocalypse is coming? You think they won’t do drastic things to keep control, to put their thumbs on us?”
Mumphrey laughed. “You’re funny,” he said, toasting Gus with his plastic cup. “I like you.”
“Nothing funny about it,” said Gus with a smile. “I worked for the government, albeit local, for the better part of my life. I know how power corrupts. I know about politics, brother. I built this place exactly because of government exercises like Jade Helm. You never know what’s coming around the bend.”
Rick scanned the table, his eyes moving from one person to the next, Lana and Reggie Buck, Gus, Mumphrey, Candace, Kenny, and his ex-wife, Karen. He looked at the near empty bowls of food, the plastic pitcher of tea, and then beyond the table to the garden and elevated chicken pens. His gaze drifted from the scrub oaks that hid the fencing on the eastern edge of the property to the red sky above them. The longer he stared at it, the more he saw it pulsating, like a beating heart.
There were so many things wrong with the picture in front of him, but one thing was right. And Gus, the firefighting prepper skeptic, was absolutely correct in saying it.
You never know what’s coming around the bend.
 



CHAPTER 33
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
74 DAYS, 22 HOURS, 22 MINUTES, 12 SECONDS
Clayton opened his eyes to a confusing sea of red.
What am I looking at? Where am I? Why does my head hurt?
The answers came one at a time as he regained consciousness and his wits. He was on his back, staring at the aurora-soaked sky. He was in a field near Denver after having crashed his plane. His head throbbed because he was on his back in a field after having crashed his plane.
He sat up and a sharp, breathtaking pain shot from his side and he remembered. His ribs.
Carefully he pushed himself onto one foot and then the other. He was squatting, catching his breath. His vision, though not crystal clear, was more focused than it had been when he opened his eyes. His survival pack was a couple of feet in front of him.
Rather than stand and risk passing out again, he lowered himself onto his knees and crawled through the high grass to the pack. He sat again and pulled it into his lap, the weight of it resting on his injured leg.
Clayton cried out in pain and pushed the pack back onto the ground next to him. He grabbed his leg as if that might do anything to ease the thick ache throbbing from his ankle to his thigh.
He took shallow breaths to cope with the sting, reaching into the pack to find a painkiller. He needed something or he’d be stuck in the field forever. He ripped open the package and popped the medicine, swallowing it without water. It was chalky and bitter and he smacked his tongue, trying to get rid of the taste.
As he sat there, pitying himself, trying to gather the strength to get to his feet and find shelter and think positive thoughts, he recalled the decision that had changed the course of his life, the day that had him connect with Ben and, at his suggestion, apply for the astronaut corps. All of it seemed like destiny. Then the ISS went dark.
That decision had come prior to meeting Ben at an engineering conference in Houston and before he’d attended the astronaut’s lecture on mechanical dynamics in low Earth orbit. His first stop at the conference that day was a question and answer session with Henry Petroski, an engineering professor at Duke who specialized in failure analysis. He’d said two things that always stuck with Clayton.
“Science is about knowing,” he’d told the capacity crowd. “Engineering is about doing. Successful engineering is understanding how things break and fail.”
Petroski was brilliant. Understanding how something failed was the key to understanding how to make it work. Moreover, engineering was about applying science. It was about acting, not passively watching. As Petroski answered questions, Clayton had focused on what the engineer had already said.
Engineering is about doing.
Clayton wanted to do something. He wanted to apply his adrenaline-inducing hobbies, the things that made him feel alive, to his work. Only then could he be successful. Only then could he push past the limitations he’d set on himself, on his life.
As he sat there, thinking about Petroski’s unwitting challenge, Clayton scanned the speaker’s list. He saw Greenwood’s lecture on the agenda.
Astronaut. That’s about doing.
So Clayton left Petroski’s Q&A early to find a spot at the front of the room for Greenwood’s lecture. He went out of his way to speak with the astronaut afterward and to exchange information. Whether it was a conscious decision or not, whether he could truly admit it to himself, Clayton knew that day he wanted to be an astronaut.
Instead of orbiting the Earth on day seventy-four of his mission and doing, he was back on Earth failing. He cursed himself. He cursed Greenwood. But most of all he cursed Petroski. If that genius hadn’t said what he’d said, if he hadn’t talked about doing, Clayton might never have strapped himself into a rocket.
“Petroski,” he said. “Henry freaking Petroski.”
Clayton sighed, which hurt his ribs. He hitched and coughed, which only exacerbated the pain. Of course, Clayton knew the Duke professor had nothing to do with where he found himself. He knew that. It was easier to blame someone else though.
After cleaning the wound and applying a new bandage to his leg wound, he swallowed another pain killer and reached over to zip the survival pack. Gingerly he rose to his feet. A head rush blurred his vision for an instant, but it subsided and he rubbed his eyes clean of the fog.
He picked up the pack and slid it onto his shoulders. Clayton was determined to stop feeling sorry for himself. Only by being broken could he understand how to fix himself.
For the first time since scouting the landing area, Clayton took a good look at his surroundings. To the west, the mountains rose toward the red sky. To the east, his junked plane sat alone in the wide field. Straight in front of him, however, was something familiar.
“How did I not see that?” He tucked his thumbs underneath the pack straps and started limping toward the landmark. “I’m totally blind.”
With renewed enthusiasm, he moved south. There was hope of a night indoors and alternative transportation. It was a long shot. Then again, everything he’d survived in the last four days had been a long shot. What was one more lucky happenstance?
Clayton tried to figure the distance between where he was and the landmark. It was too hard to tell. A mile? Two? Less? He pushed on his good leg and dragged his bad one through the knee-high grass.
He looked again toward the mountains. The sun had moved lower. It appeared larger as it grew closer to the late afternoon. Clayton hoped he could reach his destination before it dipped beneath the peaks. He didn’t want to risk tripping in the dark.
He picked up his pace, using shorter strides. The painkiller was starting to take effect, the pain dulled. He could make it.
Ahead of him, framed against the red sky, were a series of clustered white peaks. Clayton knew the peaks weren’t mountains, nor were they intended to represent them. Rather, they were an homage to Native American teepees.
Clayton was walking toward the Denver International Airport. He was convinced he would find something there that would propel him closer to Jackie and his children. He was convinced something there would get him home.
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CHAPTER 1
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
74 DAYS, 22 HOURS, 22 MINUTES, 12 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton Shepard would have thought he was dreaming if the pain coursing through his body weren’t so acute. Dreams, even nightmares, didn’t hurt.
His quick but faltering pace toward the airport had slowed considerably since he’d begun, his path less than direct. His only assurance he was still headed in the right direction was the collection of artificial white peaks directly ahead. The sun was dropping fast and the cold air was harder to breathe. He pulled short, shallow breaths to lessen the sting.
“The glacier was easier,” he slurred the moment before someone yelled at him.
The call echoed around him, but Clayton dismissed it. He thought he was hearing things.
He scanned the ground around him and then searched the horizon, working to focus on the grassy, rolling field between him and his destination. He kept walking until he heard the muffled, unintelligible command again. He didn’t obey until a shot from an M4 zipped past his aching head.
“Stop right there!” the man barked. “Don’t move. Raise your hands above your head.”
Clayton stopped, his boots cementing themselves in the soft mud. He looked down at his chest and saw a half-dozen crimson dots dancing at what shooters called center mass. He touched his chest, the laser beams painting his hand. Through the throbbing in his head, the exhaustion, and the searing heat radiating from his injured leg, he couldn’t tell what was real and what wasn’t.
The ringing in his ears was getting worse. He mumbled, “Why are—”
The man repeated his order with less patience. “Raise your hands above your head!”
Clayton blinked, trying to find the source of the commands. He raised his hands but couldn’t get them much past his shoulders. The stitch in his side wouldn’t allow it.
“I’m trying,” he said. “I think I’ve got broken ribs.”
“Keep them as high as you can,” said the man. “Do not react when my men approach you. They will shoot you.”
Clayton winced against the sharp pain in his side, but he kept his hands as high as he could. Five men covered in shaggy green and brown camouflage ghillie suits materialized from the ground. With their weapons pulled to their shoulders and eyes they crouch-walked toward him. They stopped a few feet from him, weapons trained on his chest, forming a semicircle around him. The leader of the group rose from the ground and marched to join them. He halved the distance between Clayton and his men and lowered his weapon.
The man’s face was painted with alternating stripes of green, tan, and brown. Only the whites of his eyes and teeth made him distinguishable from his outfit. Clayton still wasn’t certain he was real.
“I’m going to pull the pack from your shoulders,” he said. “Don’t resist. Just relax and let me remove it. Is that understood?”
Clayton nodded.
The man walked around Clayton, circling him like an animal about to pounce, and grabbed the pack from behind. He wasn’t gentle.
He grunted and walked around to face Clayton, holding up the pack. “What’s this?”
The ringing softened for a moment and Clayton glanced past the alpha male and his team to the row of white peaks stretching skyward from the Denver International Airport Jeppesen Terminal. He couldn’t be more than two hundred yards from it. He was so close. At least he thought he was. Was it a mirage? Was all of this a dream? His eyes strained to focus and look the soldier in the eyes.
“Survival gear.”
The soldier’s breath smelled like licorice. Strong black licorice. “For what?”
The ringing was worse. Clayton could barely hear himself speak. “Surviving.”
The soldier leaned in, his face inches from Clayton. He shook the pack. “This is Russian. What are you doing with Russian survival gear?”
Clayton looked at the Cyrillic lettering on the pack. “I’m an astronaut,” he said. “Do I smell licorice?”
The man narrowed his gaze before stepping back. A smile spread across his face. He tossed the heavy pack to one of his men.
“All right,” he said. “You want to be coy. That’s your prerogative. We’ll let them handle you.”
Clayton coughed and clenched his teeth against the bolt of pain in his side. He bent over and grabbed at his rib cage before dropping onto his knees. Each successive breath stung more than the last. The cold, dry mountain air didn’t help. He squeezed his eyes shut.
The leader snapped another order. “Leigh, Turner, go check the aircraft. See if there are any survivors. Pull anything of value. They’ll want to see it.”
“Roger that,” one of the men said. They marched past Clayton in the direction of the downed RV-8 he’d crashed.
“Who are you?” Clayton asked. “Who are they?”
The leader grabbed Clayton’s elbow and forced him to his feet. “The real question here,” he said, “is who you are.”
Clayton leaned on the man and gripped a handful of the fabric strips at his shoulder. He leaned on his good leg and tried opening his eyes. A wave of nausea crashed through his body and he retched. The man let go and Clayton dropped to the ground on all fours.
“Sergeant,” said the man holding the pack, “I think he’s got a concussion.”
“Could be,” said the sergeant. “Looks like his leg is injured too. He’s bleeding.”
Clayton wiped the vomit from his chin with the back of his wrist. All of this seemed surreal. He tried to concentrate, tried to focus on what was happening, but couldn’t. All that filtered through the sticky web of confusion was the realization that he couldn’t concentrate or focus.
The world was spinning. Its gravity weighed heavy. Clayton choked back the sour bile that coated his tongue and throat and took as deep a breath as his lungs would allow. He leaned forward on his palms and grabbed at the grass.
“My name,” he sputtered, “my name is Clayton Shepard. I’m an astronaut. I’m an astronaut.”
Through the dog-whistle tone in his ears, he heard the men talking. He couldn’t make out what they were saying. Everything was muddied. Only occasional words poked through.
“Gasoline.”
“Maps.”
“Russia.”
“Transfer corral.”
“Building four.”
Building four? Transfer corral?
As Clayton slipped from consciousness someone lifted him from the ground and he felt the toes of his boots dragging in the mud. The men were taking him somewhere. Clayton tried protesting. He knew he needed to be somewhere else. He was late. He was running behind schedule. That much he remembered.
***
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 0 HOURS, 04 MINUTES, 45 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton could see the bright artificial light before he blinked open his eyes. It was piercingly white and aggravated the thick ache in the back of his head and at his temples. He was so focused on adjusting his vision to the blinding glow it wasn’t until he tried blocking it with his hands that he realized he was bound at the wrists and ankles.
He tugged at the nylon straps holding him flat against a bed. As his vision gradually returned, he noticed the plastic tubing running from an infusion pole into an intravenous catheter taped to his forearm just above the nylon bind.
The soft, rhythmic beep of a heart monitor was nearby. Clayton scanned the sterile room. To one side of the bed was a surgical tray littered with instruments, bandage packages, and bloodied gauze. On the other was an array of monitors and scopes. There was a sink and a fire-engine-red sharps disposal container mounted to the wall above it.
It looked like any number of ordinary doctor’s offices or hospital rooms he’d seen. But it clearly wasn’t ordinary. The cinder-block walls were barren except for a spray-painted stencil that read C4L4 STALL 8 and a camera perched high in one corner. A red light above the lens was blinking. It was aimed at the bed. Clayton tugged again against the binds and the heartrate monitor kept pace with his elevated pulse. All that was missing was the proverbial alien probe, but the usual placement for that instrument was the only place on his body that didn’t ache.
“Hey!” he tried calling for help. His voice was little more than a scratchy rasp. Nobody would hear him. He looked directly into the camera and tried speaking again.
“Help,” he squeaked.
From behind him and out of his field of vision came a pneumatic hiss followed by the shuffling of feet. He tried craning his neck to look over his shoulder, but it wasn’t until a trio of people arrived at his bedside he could see who’d entered his room.
Clayton knew one of them as the ghillie-suited sergeant from the field. Although his face was clean of war paint, Clayton recognized the man’s eyes and the way his mouth curled downward into a frown at both ends. The others were also in uniform.
“My name is Van Cleaf,” said one of them. She was a tall woman who carried herself with her shoulders pulled back. “This is Sergeant Vega. I believe you’ve met.”
Clayton eyed the sergeant and offered a subtle nod of recognition before returning his attention to Van Cleaf. She motioned to a burly, bearded man standing at her other shoulder. “This is Perkins. He will be handling the debrief.”
Clayton’s brow furrowed. “What debrief?”
Van Cleaf stepped back from the bed. She nodded at Perkins and disappeared from Clayton’s field of view.
“What debrief?” he asked again, his voice little more than a sandpaper whisper. “Why am I restrained?”
Perkins edged to the bed, his thighs pressing against its edge. His voice resembled the low rumble of a motorcycle exhaust pipe.
“We’ve stitched you up,” he said. “We’ve pumped you full of meds. You were pretty banged up from the crash, but you’ll be good. You’ll recover.”
Clayton studied Perkins’s leathery face. The beard covered barely visible scars along his cheek and neck. There wasn’t much benevolence there and he sensed there was a “but” coming.
Perkins sniffed, contorting his offset nose. “But,” he said as if on cue, “our kindness comes with a price.”
“I have insurance,” Clayton muttered.
Perkins chuckled, patted Clayton on the leg, and nudged Sergeant Vega. “Funny guy here, right?”
Vega’s blank expression was unmoved. He didn’t even blink. His eyes stayed focused on Clayton like a dog seeking dominance.
The smile evaporated from Perkins’s face. He scratched his beard. “Look, this is a give and take. You give; we don’t take. We ask questions; you answer. I’d prefer not to escalate this to a typical interrogation. That’s up to you though.”
Clayton exhaled and pushed his voice. “I’ll answer questions when you tell me who you are and where I am.”
Vega leaned in, his lip curling in a snarl. “You entered restricted space with an unauthorized aircraft. You were armed. You were carrying gear supplied by the Russian government. We are the ones charged with finding out what exactly your intentions are.”
Perkins shrugged. “You now know where you are and who we are.”
Clayton tensed against the binds and tried to sit up. He clenched his jaw, gnashing his teeth against the ache in his side.
“You have two fractured ribs,” Perkins said.
Clayton relaxed and sank into the bed. He looked into the bright light directly above his head before closing his eyes.
Perkins jabbed at his hip with a knotty finger. “Who are you?”
“My name is Clayton Shepard,” he replied, answering as clearly as he could. “I’m an American astronaut.”
Perkins sighed. “Vega told me you said that. Said you claimed to fall from orbit. Said you babbled about a dead cosmonaut and somebody named Ben.”
Clayton snapped open his eyes. He didn’t remember having divulged that. His expression must have betrayed his surprise.
“You were out of it when you talked,” said Perkins. “You didn’t say how you got off the space station or how you managed to get a plane with a Canadian tail number.”
“Complicated,” said Clayton. “Basically used Soyuz. Other two crewmates died from CME. I brought them back.”
“Where are they?”
“Canada,” said Clayton. “I landed in Canada.”
“That’s where you got the plane?”
Clayton nodded. His throat was on fire. “Where am I?” he whispered.
Perkins’s chest expanded as he took a deep, contemplative breath. He flexed his hands, cracking his distended knuckles before patting Clayton on his leg.
“Tell me more about the Russian gear,” he said.
Clayton shook his head. “Nothing to tell. It’s from the Soyuz.”
“Why were you coming here?”
Clayton tugged at the wrist restraints. “Can you let me out of these?”
“Why did you come here?”
“Could you please—”
Perkins voice deepened. “Answer the question.”
“But—”
Perkins growled. “Answer the—”
“Stop.” It was a new voice, one Clayton hadn’t heard before. It was coming from the door behind him and moving closer. “Perkins, is it?”
“Who are you?” Perkins said, looking toward the new visitor.
The man appeared at Clayton’s side and offered the wounded astronaut a sympathetic, if not pitying, smile. He edged himself next to Perkins and gripped the nylon cuff.
Perkins’s eyes widened and his face reddened. “What are you doing?” he snarled. “Who are you?”
The man wasn’t in uniform. His hair was cropped short and graying at the temples. His lips were squeezed into a permanent smirk, as if he knew something nobody else did. He unbuckled the strap and freed Clayton’s wrist and motioned to the other one with his chin. “You can do the other one yourself.”
“Thank you.” Clayton carefully reached across his body and started manipulating the strap’s buckle. It was difficult. His stiff fingers were thick and swollen, but he managed and freed his other hand.
At the same time, Perkins was jawing with the stranger who’d yet to identify himself. He was yelling at him, calling him names, poking his finger in the man’s chest. The sergeant had stepped closer and had the man bracketed. Apparently his job was to keep the intruder in his spot. When Perkins took a breath, the man folded his arms across his chest. The smirk on his face hadn’t changed. Clayton noticed all three of them were wearing identical watches.
“You finished yet?” he asked. “You done with your little tirade? If so, I’ll be happy to answer your myriad of questions.”
Perkins eyed the sergeant and grunted.
“My name is Chip Treadgold,” he said. “I presume by your facial hair and overly developed musculature that you and I work for the same people but in far different capacities.”
Perkins looked the stranger up and down and chuckled. “I doubt that. You’re wearing the same thing as the rest of the herd.”
Treadgold looked down at his shirt and pants. He tugged at the shirttail, straightening out the wrinkles. “I’m blending in,” he said. “I came on the buses with the ‘herd’ so I could observe.”
Clayton rubbed the soreness from his wrists and listened intently to a conversation he didn’t understand. Herd? Blending in?
“You don’t have any authority here,” stressed Perkins. “This is my interrogation. He is a perceived threat. I handle all—”
Treadgold held up a finger and then pulled a device from his back pocket. It looked to Clayton like an iPhone, but different. He pressed the screen and used his thumbs to type. The device clicked with each tap.
“Let’s get Van Cleaf in here,” Treadgold said. “You ask her what authority I have.” He looked over at Clayton with the same omniscient smirk he’d carried since walking into the room. He walked to the end of the bed and, one at a time, unbuckled the ankle straps. A smile spread across his face, momentarily replacing the smirk. He played with a ring on his finger, spinning it in circles.
“That should feel better,” said Treadgold. “No need to have you restrained. It’s not as though you’re in good enough shape to run anywhere.”
The door hissed and someone entered the room. “What’s the issue here?” It was Van Cleaf, the woman to whom Treadgold had referred. She joined the others at the side of Clayton’s bed.
“Why is he unrestrained?” she asked. “We don’t know—”
Treadgold stepped toward Van Cleaf with a raised hand. “We know he’s not a threat in his current condition. Why complicate matters by making him feel like more of a prisoner than he already is? That makes no sense.”
Perkins scowled. “I was in the middle of asking questions when he shows up. He says he has authority to be here.”
Van Cleaf frowned. “He does,” she said. “He’s got the highest-level clearance, but he’s embedded with the others so we have eyes on the herd. He’s not the only one. There are a couple in every building.”
“Excuse me,” Clayton squeaked. “Where am I? What is this place?”
Van Cleaf, Treadgold, and Perkins exchanged glances. The sergeant stood in the corner of the room. His arms were folded at his chest and his upper lip was curled as if he’d smelled something rotten.
“This is a secure facility,” said Van Cleaf. “We’re preserving civilization here.”
Perkins sneered. “You got lucky, ‘astronaut’. You found one of the few safe places left on Earth.”
Clayton pushed himself onto his elbows. “What does that mean?”
Treadgold played with his ring. “It means the world is dark. Two coronal mass ejections have seen to that. Soon enough, we believe the world will devolve into chaos. The herd up there will thin. The herd down here will multiply. Eventually, we’ll resurface and begin anew.”
Clayton studied their faces. They were serious. “We’re underground?”
“Yes,” said Van Cleaf.
Clayton’s pulse quickened. His palms were suddenly damp with perspiration. His mind raced with this newfound problem to solve. He had to get out. He had to find his family. He had to protect them.
“I can’t stay here,” he said. “I need to get home to my wife and kids in Texas. I can’t stay.”
Van Cleaf’s eyes narrowed with confusion. She tilted her head to one side. “You don’t understand, do you?” she asked Clayton. “You can’t leave.”
 



CHAPTER 2
TUESDAY, JANUARY 28, 2020 8:34 PM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Vihaan Chandra had his hands stuffed in his pockets and was walking the corridor back to his room when he passed a group of men talking amongst themselves. He heard the words captured and intruder and slowed his pace.
“They’ve got him in building four is what I heard,” said one of them.
“He’s a Russian spy,” said another. He kept talking but had moved too far from Chandra for the scientist to hear the rest of the conversation.
Russian spy?
He picked up his pace, found his way to his room, and immediately reached into his pocket for the DiaTab and keyed on the Telenet screen on the wall in front of his bed. The screen came to life; Chandra pressed the glass screen on his DiaTab and spoke into it.
“How many buildings are there in this complex?”
The icon at the bottom of the screen spun and flipped as the machine’s algorithms worked to find an answer. Van Cleaf’s image, the one he’d seen from the welcome message, appeared on the display.
“There are five buildings here. Buildings one, two, and three are virtually identical. They contain three levels of housing units like yours, a dining level, and a transfer level.”
He pushed the DiaTab’s glass. “What is in building four?”
Van Cleaf’s image froze as the computer found the answer. Then she jerked to life, “Building four has a command level and a transfer level.”
“That’s only two levels,” said Chandra. “There should be five. What else is in building four?”
“Building four,” said the avatar, “has a command level and a transfer level.”
Chandra paced the tiny room. The rabbit hole, it seemed, was bottomless. The deeper he dug, the deeper it went. These people, his boss Treadgold included, were hiding things.
“What is in building five?” he asked. The response was almost immediate.
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
Chandra stepped closer to the Telenet. He spoke into the DiaTab. “How many buildings are there in this complex?”
“There are five buildings here,” the system reiterated. “Buildings one, two, and three are virtually identical. They contain three levels of housing units like yours, a dining level, and a transfer level.”
Chandra curled his free hand into a fist and clenched his jaw. He thumbed the glass DiaTab screen with force and said through his teeth, “If there are five buildings, why can’t you tell me what’s in buildings four and five?”
The icon swirled in the corner and the Van Cleaf avatar reset before the machine spit out its preprogrammed algorithmic response.
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
Chandra tossed the DiaTab onto the bed and ran his hands through his hair before plopping onto the bed himself. He leaned against the wall, pulled his knees up to his chest, and leaned his head back, resting it on the cement wall. He’d just closed his eyes to focus on the myriad of thoughts running through his head when the Telenet beeped an alert with a series of tones that resembled an incoming call on a smartphone.
Chandra turned to look at the monitor. It was black with a message displayed in green lettering.
YOU HAVE A NEW INCOMING MESSAGE
PRESS ACCEPT ON DIATAB TO VIEW
He reached onto the bed and found the DiaTab. Holding it with one hand, he thumbed the ACCEPT button. The screen dissolved to black and transitioned to an image of a man he’d not seen before. His eyes were hidden behind large black-framed glasses. His mustache was wiry and complemented by what Chandra imagined was several days of scruff on his face and jawline. His head was bald save the few strands of hair he carried from one side to the other of his tanned scalp. He was alternately looking at the camera and a DiaTab in his hand.
“Hello, Dr. Chandra. My name is Henry Rector,” he said. “I’m the lead for our meteorological division in building four and you are assigned to work with me. We have a lot of work to do in the next few days. I’ll need you to come over here and get acquainted with our setup.”
Chandra turned his body from the wall and dropped his feet to the floor. He slid the volume scale on the DiaTab and turned up the volume. Then he keyed the microphone. “Is this message live?” he asked. “Are you talking to me right now, Mr. Rector?”
There was a momentary pause before Rector pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and nodded. “Yes,” he said. “I am speaking with you in real time through our video-conferencing network. Do you have any questions?”
Chandra chuckled. “Too many to count,” he said. “You’re able to see me?”
“Yes,” said Rector. “There’s a small camera embedded in the bezel of your Telenet display. I can see you’re sitting on your bed. Your eyes have shifted from looking at me on your display to the camera in the bezel. Now you’re getting up and walking toward the camera.”
Chandra stepped to the monitor and squinted at the small circular lens in the center of the top edge bezel. “I hadn’t noticed it before,” he said. “That’s creepy.”
Rector pushed his glasses again. “Why? It’s no different from a webcam atop a standard computer.”
“Yeah,” said Chandra, “but I know that’s there.”
“Now you know it’s there,” Rector said flatly. “Any other questions, or can you come to building four?”
Chandra shrugged, still eyeing the almost imperceptible camera lens. “Sure,” he said. “Do I need to bring anything?”
“Just your DiaTab, please,” said Rector. “Take the elevator to the transfer level. You’ll be guided to the tram for building four. I’ll be waiting for you there. You’ll see me when you step off the tram.”
Chandra acknowledged the instructions and turned off the Telenet. He crossed his small room, letting his fingers trail on the edge of his desk and he passed it, and walked into the bathroom. He flipped the faucet and let the water run, pulling a white cotton towel from the rack next to the mirror.
While the water heated, he studied his reflection and almost didn’t recognize himself. His eyes carried heavy bags underneath them. His cheekbones appeared more pronounced. His brown skin was dry and his hair was a mess. He tugged at his eyelids, leaning into the mirror to get a closer look at the red web of capillaries that shot across his eyes. The last time he remembered looking this fatigued was in graduate school. Then he’d had access to unlimited amounts of cheap, syrupy coffee. That had made the forced insomnia palatable. He hadn’t had any coffee, or caffeine for that matter, since he’d left the Space Weather Prediction Center.
Steam formed at the bottom of the mirror and Chandra dipped his hands into the hot water. It stung at first, but his skin adapted and he bent over to splash handfuls of the water on his face. With his eyes closed, he fumbled for the soap dispenser and pumped out a handful. He massaged the dollop onto his skin, feeling his pores tighten. He washed off the residue and flipped the faucet to cold. He splashed his face again, almost losing his breath from the icy water. He lifted his head and turned off the faucet. He looked at the water dripping down his face. He licked his lips with a renewed energy and dried his face with the plush towel.
Something as simple as washing his face hadn’t ever felt so cleansing, so purposeful. He wondered how many of life’s mundane rituals would become more substantial, more life-affirming, the longer he lived in the post-CME world. He sucked in a deep breath of filtered air, filling his lungs before exhaling.
“Time to go,” he said to himself and faked a smile in the mirror. He grabbed the DiaTab off the bed, left his room, and trudged along the long hallway back to the elevators. Others dressed in the same drab clothing as he passed him on their way back to their rooms. All of them were men, which was unsettling. He still didn’t understand the separation of sexes or the naming of the different areas.
He walked from the INTACT section of level five, following the stencil-painted arrows on the walls. As he neared the corridor that led to the elevators, he saw women walking from the OPEN area of the level. One woman glanced up from her DiaTab and offered a demure smile.
Chandra, overriding his timidity with his curiosity, caught the woman’s attention. “Excuse me,” he said. “You are assigned to the OPEN area?”
The woman looked at him, glanced over her shoulder, and then nodded. “Yes,” she said softly. “Why?”
Chandra kept walking toward the elevator and kept pace with the woman. “Just wondering,” he said. “Is it all women over there?”
The woman’s eyes narrowed as if she hadn’t considered the segregation. “I guess it is,” she said. “I hadn’t thought about it. I’ve been too preoccupied with all of this technology.”
She held up her DiaTab, tightly gripping the sides of the glass device. “I was just getting settled when they called me to go to my job. I had no idea I’d have a job.”
“Me too,” said Chandra. “Where are you working?”
“I’m a software engineer,” she said. “They have me in systems and operations.”
Chandra stopped walking and offered his hand. “I’m Vihaan,” he said. “I’ll be working in meteorology.”
“I’m Sally,” she said, stopping beside him. “A scientist, huh?”
“Yes,” he said. “You said you were struggling with the technology, but you’re a software engineer?”
“I didn’t suggest I was struggling. I said I was preoccupied. I’m fascinated by its intuitive capacity.”
Chandra’s cheeks flushed. “My apologies,” he said, looking at his feet. “I didn’t mean—”
Sally laughed as they reached the elevator. “It’s fine, Vihaan. I’m not some snowflake who’s offended by everything. Are you headed up now?”
He punched the call button. “Yes. Building four. You?”
“Same,” she said. She stretched her hands above her head, revealing a shiny object tucked at her waist.
Chandra pointed at it. “What’s that?”
Sally felt at her waist and touched the object. She chuckled. “Oh, that’s my pocketknife. I keep it with me all the time. You can’t trust anybody these days.”
“Good idea,” said Chandra.
The doors to the elevator whooshed open and the familiar uniformed guard greeted the pair. Another man rushed into the car before the doors closed. The guard surveyed the three before asking their destinations.
“Feed,” said the new passenger. “Level two.”
“We’re both level one,” said Sally. “Transfer, please.”
The guard pressed the corresponding buttons. The elevator surged upward and Chandra felt the gravity push him into his shoes. He grabbed onto a stainless steel waist-high railing and kept his balance as the car rushed upward. It slowed almost as fast and the doors opened for the man to exit at the feed level. The doors closed and in an instant Chandra and his new acquaintance were at the transfer level.
They followed the directions to the main tram, the one that had carried them from underneath the Jeppesen Terminal to this new subterranean world. A lighted sign above the track indicated they had two minutes to wait.
Chandra broke the awkward silence. “Software engineer?”
“Yes,” she said. “I helped design weapons systems for a prominent defense contractor in Colorado Springs. Guidance and telemetry mostly. You? You’re a weatherman?”
Chandra smirked. “In a manner of speaking,” he said. “My expertise is in high-altitude and space weather.”
Sally raised her eyebrows and ran her long, thin fingers through her strawberry blond bob, whisking stray strands away from her eyes. “Like the solar flares that hit Earth?”
He hesitated. Solar flares weren’t the same thing as coronal mass ejections. A lot of people got them confused. Both flares and CMEs were rapid, dramatic releases of energy and both disrupted the solar corona, but they were distinctly different phenomena. Normally, he’d bristle at someone making that common mistake. It was like nails on a chalkboard. But here, in this place, with this woman, Chandra bit his lip.
He nodded. “Exactly,” he said. “Just like that.”
She smiled. “That’s fascinating,” she said as the train whooshed into the terminal. “I’d love to learn more about that.”
Chandra felt a fluttering in his tightened chest that momentarily made it difficult to breathe. He nodded. “Sure.”
The doors slid open and he motioned for Sally to enter the cabin first. She stepped across the threshold and grabbed onto a pole planted in the middle of the car. Chandra followed her and gripped the same pole just beneath her hands.
A sterile voice announced the train’s departure for building two, the doors closed, and the train accelerated along the tracks. Chandra felt the inertia pulling his body slightly outward. The tracks were curved, something he hadn’t noticed on his arrival.
They made brief stops at buildings two and three, with their identical “transfer corral” terminals, and then headed for their destination. Neither of them spoke during the short trip and both exited the train to find supervisors awaiting them in the building four corral.
Sally ran her fingers through her hair, pulling it from her face. “I’ll see you later?” she asked. “Breakfast tomorrow?”
Chandra glanced at the lab-coated Rector just ahead of him and self-consciously nodded at Sally. “I’d like that,” he said and then turned his attention to his new boss, extending his hand.
Rector was much shorter than he’d appeared on the monitor. He couldn’t have been more than five feet tall. He reached up and took Chandra’s hand, shaking it vigorously before abruptly letting go. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and sniffed.
“It’s nice to meet you, Dr. Chandra,” he said. “I trust you got here without any issues?”
Chandra motioned toward the painted stencil on the wall marking the BUILDING 4 TRANSFER CORRAL. “Yes,” he said. “It’s hard to get lost with directions posted everywhere. I feel like I’m in a factory or a processing plant.”
Rector’s left eye twitched, but he otherwise didn’t react. “Follow me,” he said, dipping his hands into his lab coat’s wide pockets. He marched with short, quick steps to the elevator at the far left end of the corral. The doors opened and he stepped into the car, directing the uniformed guard to level four. He offered his DiaTab to the guard, who held it up to a wall-mounted scanner before pressing the button on the elevator’s number bank. He handed the device back to Rector, who turned to Chandra with a raised eyebrow.
“Do you have your DiaTab?” he asked. “You’ll need it. We’ll get it updated with the appropriate Quick Response Access Code once we reach the lab. You won’t be able to get into the building without it.”
Chandra patted his back pocket. “I have it,” he said. “So what is level four?”
Rector’s eye twitched. He sniffed, crinkling his nose. “Meteorology, Climatology, and Environmental Engineering.”
Environmental Engineering?
Chandra watched the floor indicator change from two to three to four. The elevator eased to a stop and the doors opened to a resonant, ambient hum, revealing a space straight out of a science fiction novel.
The flooring, unlike the other levels he’d visited, was made of large lacquered black square tiles that Chandra recognized as those used to cover electronic cabling. When he stepped across it into the lobby awash in the blue glow of wall-to-wall Telenet monitors, it clicked with the hollow sound of a false floor. The flooring reflected the variety of LED colors flashing across the displays. There were no spray-painted labels marking the direction of various “corrals” or “levels”. Everyone appeared to know exactly where they were headed without guidance. It was as if they had a familiarity with the space acquired after having worked there for weeks or months.
Men and women, all of them wearing identical white lab coats and carrying DiaTabs, hurriedly moved across the lobby area. All of them appeared deep in their work, preoccupied by whatever was on the screens of the handheld glass devices. Their shoes squeaked and clicked across the floor. It was as impressive as it was unsettling.
“You can gawk later,” said Rector. “We have work to do, Dr. Chandra. Please follow me.”
When they walked past the monitors, Chandra noticed they displayed video from outdoors. The monitors individually cycled through what appeared to be a series of cameras. Some of them, however, didn’t appear to be at their facility. It was nighttime in Colorado, but some of the displays showed daylight. A couple of them were trained on a coastal region, another in the middle of an empty metropolitan street.
Rector huffed. “This way,” he said and led Chandra into a darkened corridor. As they moved into the hallway, overhead lights flickered to life, their steps triggering the illumination. Chandra expected a Xenomorph from the Alien movie franchise to burst from the darkness, slime him, and rip him to shreds.
Rector plodded forward, his feet clicking on the hollow flooring until he stopped at a door at the end of the hallway. The door was marked only with the number 29 at its center. Next to it was a display slightly larger than the DiaTab.
Rector waved his wrist and DiaWatch over the display. A voice prompted his next move.
“Hello, Henry Rector,” it said. “Please state your full name and place your face directly in front of the screen.”
Rector angled his body to comply and said his full name. The voice directed him to stand still while a laser scanned his eye.
“Thank you, Henry Rector. Admission granted.”
The screen went black and the door slid open with a metallic click. Rector walked through the door, ushering Chandra into the room beyond the threshold, and the door clicked again, sliding shut behind them.
Rector offered Chandra a hint of a smile. “This is our work space,” he said. “You’ll be here several hours a day on most days. We have a good team, I think. It’s still coming together, of course, given the recency of the activation.”
Chandra planted his hands on his hips and looked around the room. There were a dozen workstations, each of them with a sextet of curved monitors. Three were occupied. At the maple-colored desks were three men, each of them wearing lab coats identical to Rector’s. They each wore a microphone-equipped headset and palmed a large mouse, which they slid across the desks. Chandra recognized the predictive modeling software on some of the monitors. Others appeared to be satellite imagery, which was odd, because Chandra was under the impression all satellites were down.
Rector referenced one of the empty workstations. “You’ll be over here,” he said. “You’ve got a Kameleon suite of software working on this display. The SWX2 Java 3-D model is accessible here.”
Chandra was familiar with both of the space weather data models. He’d used them at NOAA.
Rector puffed his chest. “What’s fantastic about the SWX2 we’ve got running here is the proprietary upgrades we commissioned for the magnetosphere and heliosphere. They’re incredible at rendering beautiful analytics. Take a look.”
Chandra followed Rector’s lead and took a seat at his terminal, sinking into the ergonomic seat. He rested his elbows on the desk and took the mouse in one hand, his eyes dancing from display to display.
A hand dropped onto his shoulder. “Better than what you had at the Prediction Center, isn’t it?”
Chip Treadgold stepped into Chandra’s peripheral vision and then sidled up to the workstation. He was wearing the same issued clothing as Chandra. He crossed his arms, revealing his new DiaWatch. He smiled.
“Higher tech, right?”
Chandra looked at Treadgold and over his shoulder at Rector. He scanned the room. The other workers were engrossed in whatever they were doing. He became acutely aware of the hum of the computers and the hiss of their internal cooling systems. His eyes drifted back to Treadgold and he nodded.
“Yes,” he said. “Much more advanced. I didn’t know we had some of these capabilities.”
Treadgold chuckled, patted Chandra’s shoulder, then squeezed it. There’s a lot you didn’t know.”
 



CHAPTER 3
TUESDAY, JANUARY 28, 2020, 10:17 PM CST
JOHNSON SPACE CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS
Jackie’s fists tightened and she dug her fingernails into her palms. The same obstinate guard who’d denied her entrance to Johnson Space Center four days earlier was somehow less helpful.
She and her party stood exhausted at the front gate to JSC. In addition to the guard, a pair of armed soldiers stood watch. They didn’t react to the guard’s unwillingness to help. Instead, they stared off into the darkness as if programmed not to interfere, even when incompetence was evident.
The air was damp enough that Jackie was sweating despite the breezy chill that came with a late January cool front. She unballed her fist and wiped her brow with the back of her hand.
“I need to speak with Irma Molinares,” she said. “Please get her on the phone.”
The guard sighed. “As I’ve repeated several times now, protocol will not allow your entire party to enter the property. The only names I have on the list are yours and your children. That’s it. We’ve been given strict instructions not to—”
Jackie stepped uncomfortably close to the guard. “Not to what?” she snapped. “Let the wife of a missing astronaut speak to the crew support for his mission? Are you seriously stupid? Did they give you a walkie-talkie and all of a sudden you think you have power? Do you—”
Marie touched Jackie’s arm, gently coaxing her back a step. “Mom,” she said softly, “he’s only doing his job. It’s not his fault.”
Jackie bristled and then relaxed. She looked at Marie and then at the ground. “You’re right.” She nodded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have demeaned you. I need your help. I know you’re capable of helping.”
The guard stood unflinchingly silent. He tugged on his utility belt and shifted the buckle.
Jackie clasped her hands in prayer as she spoke. “Would you please call Irma Molinares? One call. If she doesn’t answer or won’t talk to me, we’ll go away. I promise.”
The guard shrugged. “One call?”
Jackie held up a finger. “One.”
“Then you’ll leave?”
Jackie pulled her clasped hands to her mouth. “Please,” she whispered.
The guard sucked in a deep breath and exhaled loudly. He stepped into the booth and placed the phone call. Jackie could hear the muffled sound of the phone ringing on the other end. Once. Twice. Three times.
The guard looked over at Jackie and moved his finger to the telephone switch hook. It hovered over the button. Four rings. Five. Six.
“There’s nobody—”
Jackie pleaded. “Two more rings?”
Seven.
“MCC. Hello?” came the muted voice answering the call. Jackie sighed with relief.
“Yes,” said the guard and introduced himself. “I’ve got a visitor here looking for Irma Molinares.” The guard paused, listening to the voice on the other end. “Jackie Shepard.”
The voice said something Jackie couldn’t understand and the guard moved the receiver from his mouth, cupping it with his hand. “They’re getting her,” he said and held out the phone toward Jackie. His cheeks were flushed red.
“Thank you,” Jackie said. She stepped to the booth and took the phone. “Again, I’m sorry.”
The guard waved her off. “It’s fine,” he said flatly.
Jackie drew the phone to her ear. A familiar voice greeted her after a series of clicks.
“Jackie? It’s Irma. Are you here at JSC?”
“Yes.”
“Great,” said Irma. “I’ll be out in a few minutes if you can hang on.”
“It’s not just me,” said Jackie. “I’ve got people with me.”
The line was silent for a moment; then Irma said, “Jackie, we explicitly told you that the invitation only included you and the chil—”
Jackie was ready for the challenge. She’d thought about what to tell Irma during the long tense walk from her house to JSC. Over and again in her head, she ran through the conversation until she’d settled on pity and guilt. If NASA knew armed robbers had attacked them in her home, she hoped her appeal to their collective sense of mercy would lead them to forego their rules.
“I know what you told me, Irma,” she replied. “I also know we had a violent home invasion last night. Three people died in my house. I wasn’t about to leave anyone behind.”
Another hesitation. “How many people?”
“Five plus me and the kids,” said Jackie. “Eight total.”
“Hang on,” said Irma. She returned to the line an agonizing minute later. “Okay. We’ll accommodate all of you. For now.”
Jackie didn’t hesitate or question what “for now” meant. She wasn’t pressing her luck. She smiled wide, gave a thumbs-up to the group, and thanked Irma repeatedly. A half hour later they were inside the gate, crossing the sixteen-hundred-and-twenty-acre campus toward building 30-A.
Inside 30-A was the Mission Operations Directorate. It was adjacent to buildings 30-M and S, which housed the former and current Mission Control Center. NASA had set up cots in the hallways and in some offices, and the place looked to Jackie more like a Red Cross shelter than an administrative headquarters.
She walked along a hallway on the first floor, following an armed soldier and leading her children, Nikki, Betty and Brian Brown, and Pop and Nancy Vickers. They’d traveled what felt like a crowded maze, weaving in and out until they came to what looked to Jackie like a lobby. On the wall was a large circular emblem. Across the middle it read “Mission Operations”. Above it, circling the logo along the top, were four Latin words: “Res Gesta Per Excellentiam”, “Achieve Through Excellence”. Jackie’s eyes lingered on the words and image of a rocket blasting into space. An image of Clayton flashed into her mind and she bit her lip, pressing hard with her teeth to fight back the wave of sadness threatening to force tears. Irma Molinares bounded around the corner, flanked by two men. They weren’t the same men who’d visited her home.
Irma smiled sympathetically and extended her arms wide for a hug. “Jackie,” she said. “I’m glad you decided to come.”
Jackie reciprocated the embrace. “Thank you for letting my friends come along. I couldn’t leave them. I—”
Irma pulled away and waved her off. “No further explanation needed. We’ve got space for all of you in one of the empty offices. It’s sleeping bags and lumpy pillows, but it’ll do.”
“It’ll be fine,” said Jackie. She reintroduced the Browns and the Vickers, and the group followed Irma up a flight of stairs and into an office. A laminate desk and matching bookshelf were shoved into a corner next to the lone window. There were rolled cotton sleeping bags and small pillows stacked on the desk.
Pop Vickers pointed to the overhead light. “You have power here?”
“For now,” said Irma. “We’re not running on full power. We’re trying to conserve as much as we can. Any other questions?”
“Bathrooms?” asked Betty Brown.
“Of course,” said Irma. “Down the hall and to the right. No showers on this floor, but there is a lock on the bathroom door, so you’ll have privacy enough to use the sink.”
Betty twisted her lips with disapproval. “The sink?”
Irma shrugged. “While I know it’s not ideal, it’s the best we have right now. There is food in the cafeteria. It’s open twenty-four seven. We’re working odd shifts around here and there’s always somebody on the job right now.”
“What do we do when we’re not eating, sleeping, or washing ourselves in the sink?” asked Betty.
“Good question,” said Irma. “Nothing for now. But I’m certain we’ll need each of you to sing for your supper, so to speak. Give us a couple of days to come up with something. Anything else? I’m sure you all would like to get some sleep.”
“Thanks again,” said Jackie. The group echoed her and began picking through the bedding.
“Jackie, I do need to talk with you privately,” Irma said. “Can you come with me for a minute?”
Jackie glanced over at Nikki.
“I’ll get them comfortable,” Nikki said. “You do what you need to do.”
“Thank you,” Jackie said and turned to Irma. “What is it?”
“Follow me, please.”
Jackie told Marie and Chris to get settled, make a bed for her, and that she’d be right back. She followed Irma and the two men out into the hallway and back down the stairs. They walked through a maze of corridors and out a side door, reentering a nearby building labeled 30-S.
Irma held the door for Jackie. “This is where the ISS program is housed,” she said. “These men with me are with the ISS team and they’ve got some news for you.”
An instantaneous lump formed in Jackie’s throat. Her stomach dropped and she shuddered involuntarily. “What do you mean?”
Irma didn’t answer at first, leading Jackie into what looked like a small control room. Jackie stood wide-eyed at the entrance, suddenly unable to move. There was a large flat-screen monitor on the far wall and a half-dozen manned computer terminals facing the monitor. The room was abuzz with activity, everyone seemingly hard at work. Jackie sensed an unnerving mix of urgency and anxiety.
The men checked with one of the terminal operators and then turned back to Jackie. One of them glanced over at Irma. “You can tell her,” he said.
Jackie swallowed past the ache in her throat. “Tell me what, Irma? What is going on?”
“Although we can’t be one hundred percent certain about this,” Irma said, “we are confident that it was Clayton in the Soyuz.”
Jackie braced herself against the door frame. Her knees weakened and her vision blurred. “Oh my G—” She collapsed.
Irma caught her under the arms and helped her to the floor. “Get her some water,” she called to the room.
Jackie blinked her eyes open, focusing on Irma’s drawn face. Her brow was knitted tightly, her mouth ajar with concern. “Did…you…say…”
Irma, still holding onto Jackie, handed her a cup of room-temperature water. “Drink this,” she said. “Don’t talk.”
Jackie sipped from the cup. “You said he landed?”
“Yes,” said Irma. “We are confident he landed. And we believe he is alive.”
Jackie’s head felt heavy. Her legs tingled. “What?”
“Jackie,” said Irma, “we think Clayton is alive. Your husband is alive and trying to get home.”
 



CHAPTER 4
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 12:06 AM CST
COUPLAND, TEXAS
Bouncing in the cab of the truck, Rick Walsh adjusted the seatbelt at his waist. The dim headlights provided barely enough light to see the lines marking the highway. He looked out the window into the darkness, thinking about Nikki.
He’d never met a woman like her, and that was saying something. He’d met a lot of women. Too many. Those women, and his inability to honor his wedding vows, had ended his marriage and probably scarred his son, Kenny, more than any Armageddon. Rick was admittedly a serial womanizer. It bordered on pathological. His therapist had told him he suffered from a histrionic personality disorder, a need for constant attention and approval. He’d stopped seeing that therapist so he could date her. It didn’t last.
Rick was restless. It was always as if he knew the end of the world was coming, and he couldn’t live with the thought of not having sampled every candy in the box.
With the apocalypse upon him and a woman unlike any he’d ever met falling into his life, there was a sense of longing that went deeper than basic carnal desires. Rick ached to be with her again. He pinched the bridge of his nose and took a long breath.
Gus Gruber took one hand off the wheel and punched Rick in the arm. “What are you thinking about? It’s like you’re not even here.”
Rick smirked at the retired firefighter who’d taken him in and given him a place to stay. He shrugged.
Gus tugged on the brim of his Mahindra ball cap and smacked his lips. He turned off the highway onto a side street. “We only got a couple more minutes until we’re there. At least, that’s what I heard on the radio.”
“I still can’t believe your radio works,” said Rick, leaning an elbow on the door frame. “This truck too.”
“Yeah, well,” Gus said, “like your Jeep, this here Dodge was built before electronics filled every nook and cranny of an automobile. This is a 1974 D200. It’s solid. No EMP is gonna kill this baby. And I keep my radio in a steel box. That way the magnetism don’t kill it.”
“Smart,” said Rick. “What exactly are we looking for? And why at midnight?”
“FEMA camp,” said Gus. “I keep hearing rumors. There’s supposed to be one about ten minutes north of Coupland in Taylor. Best to go at night when they can’t see us.”
Rick narrowed his eyes. “FEMA camp?”
He’d been leery of leaving the relative comfort of Gus’s property to begin with. Learning it was to search for a conspiratorial rumor made it worse.
Gus thumped Rick on the arm again. “Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I know what you’re thinking.”
Rick raised an eyebrow. “What am I thinking?”
“You’re thinking I’m some paranoid Jade Helm conspiracy theorist. That ain’t so. I didn’t buy into that FEMA camp martial law crap back in 2015.”
Rick suppressed a yawn and tugged at the seatbelt.
Gus avoided a stalled car on the shoulder and turned north toward town. “I wasn’t one of those people. I believe 9/11 was a legit terror act. I believe Sandy Hook actually happened, and we did put men on the moon.”
“Then why are you a prepper?” Rick asked.
Gus slapped the steering wheel. “I knew it! Everyone thinks us preppers are right-wing nut jobs. It just ain’t so. We’re preppers because we’re self-reliant. We take care of our own and we don’t trust anyone else to do it for us when the sh—”
Gus slammed on the brakes and reflexively extended his right arm to brace Rick against his seat. The Dodge screeched to a stop. Rick jerked forward at his waist and slapped his shoulder sideways into the dash as the smell of burning tires filtered into the cab.
Rick grabbed his shoulder while trying to reposition himself in his seat. It was bruised at the least. When he rolled it forward, there was a sharp pain radiating out from the socket. He wasn’t sure he hadn’t torn something. He was so consumed with his injury he didn’t notice what had forced Gus to stop suddenly until he turned off the ignition, cut the lights, and cursed aloud at the sight in front of them.
Rick followed Gus’s stare to the brightly lit installation a hundred yards ahead. With the engine off, he could hear the constant, rumbling purr of diesel generators. They were powering what was best described as a fortified encampment. It looked as much a military installation as it did a prison.
“That’s it,” Gus said above a whisper. “It does exist. A freaking FEMA camp.”
“How do you know that’s what it is?” Rick said, playing devil’s advocate. “It could be a prison.”
Gus shook his head such that his cheeks flapped. “No. Prisons don’t have uniformed soldiers and Humvees at their gates. That’s a prison camp.”
“For what?”
“People like us,” said Gus. “No doubt. They don’t want preppers running amok. They want to control things, suppress us. It’s exactly what they were saying on the radio.”
“They?”
“Sheesh, Rick. Are you thick? The government. The military industrial complex. The United Nations. You name it.”
Rick wasn’t sure what to think. On one hand he’d driven through the checkpoints. He’d seen the military presence and the caravans of heavily armed soldiers traveling the highway on his way to Coupland. He’d also been allowed to keep his weapons and supplies. It didn’t make sense.
“Why would they have let me pass their checkpoints with weapons in the back of the Jeep if they were concerned about armed preppers?”
“You had what, a couple of guns?” said Gus. “And I doubt you’re on any watch list. That’s why they let you go. They figured you were too soft to be a threat.”
Rick rubbed his shoulder with his thumb until a spark of pain stopped him. He flexed his hand, extending his fingers before curling them into a fist. He could do it, but it hurt.
Gus restarted the truck and, with the headlights off, eased the truck to the side of the road, parking it between a pair of seemingly dead SUVs. He shut off the engine again and quietly opened the driver’s side door, reaching for the hunting rifle he had hanging in a rack covering the truck’s back window. “C’mon, we need to check this out.”
Rick reached across his body to open the door with his left hand and jumped onto the street with both feet. Gus was already ten yards ahead, moving like a hunter stalking prey.
“Hey,” Rick called, “you think you oughta show up at the gates armed? You’re liable to get shot, Gus.”
“We aren’t going to the gate,” he replied and scurried off the road to the left. “C’mon, man.”
The two of them ran alongside the southern shoulder of the road, darting between a Toyota Camry and a Ford F-150 to mask their approach. Gus stopped when they’d gotten within thirty yards of the perimeter, ducking behind a blue post office mailbox. A few feet from them, a large sign announced the entrance to the T. Don Hutto Residential Center. Beyond the sign was a ten-foot-high fence topped with looped razor wire.
“This place was an ICE detention center,” said Gus. “I mean, that’s what they said it was. It doesn’t look like it now.”
A group of soldiers armed with M4 rifles exited the fenced area and climbed into a Humvee. They were too far away for them to hear what they were saying before they cranked the engine. A shout from inside the fencing caught Rick’s attention. He shifted his weight to see beyond the fence, but couldn’t make out much of the scene. All he could see was the flash of camouflage running from the commotion. Someone was yelling, screaming about his rights. He cursed at what he called “fascist pigs”.
Another voice, presumably a soldier, tried to quiet the man and ordered him to calm down. It didn’t work. He grew louder and shrieked before falling silent. Although Rick and Gus tried working their way closer to the fence, they couldn’t get a clear view.
“Can you believe this?” Gus whispered, wide-eyed. “This is like WWII Germany. What are they doing here?”
Rick swallowed hard. “What are we doing here?”
Gus shrugged. “I wanted to see it for myself. I didn’t want to believe it, but—”
Another group of soldiers exited the perimeter fencing and marched toward a transport truck. They were discussing their operation loudly enough Rick could hear them.
“What’s the sitrep?” asked one of them. “What kind of resistance are we looking at? I need more than the briefing they gave us.”
Another soldier, cradling his rifle, spun around to walk backward. He addressed the group and they slowed to listen as he stopped.
Gus and Rick inched closer to listen. They stayed low and hidden behind a curbside UPS box.
“These operations are tougher than the last two,” he cautioned. “We know the first target is armed. He’s got at least a half-dozen people on his property. From social media posts before the first CME, he talked openly about his planned resistance. He’s antigovernment. Typical stuff.”
“And the second?” asked one of the soldiers.
“This target has a larger cache of weapons. He’s self-sufficient, almost off the grid. We believe he’s alone, but there’s some intelligence from a checkpoint east of Coupland that he may have visitors.”
One of the soldiers raised his hand. “How’d we find out about him if he’s off grid?”
“A tip. Not sure who. Somebody who’s already inside the camp gave us actionable intel during an interrogation.”
Rick and Gus exchanged glances. Rick saw recognition mixed with fear in Gus’s eyes.
“What are the rules of engagement?” asked another soldier.
“Same as before. Fire only if fired upon. Remember, these are American citizens. They’re not the enemy. Yet. Our job is to detain them peacefully and then transport them back here without incident. Understood?”
The half-dozen soldiers barked their understanding of the operation. Then they marched across the street to the awaiting transport truck.
Rick whispered, “They were talking about you. They had to be, right?”
Still crouched on the balls of his feet, Gus steadied himself against the UPS box. He was slack-jawed and seemed to be searching for words.
“Gus,” Rick pressed, “that was your place, wasn’t it?”
“I-I-I don’t know. It could be.”
“It had to be. Coupland? Off the grid? Who else could it—”
“I don’t know,” said Gus with a raspy whisper. “It’s too coincidental. We’re sitting here when the guys about to raid my house are talking about it? That’s like something out of a bad action flick.”
“I’d call it lucky,” said Rick. “Whether it’s your place or not, we better get back. If they’re coming for us, we need to be ready.”
Loaded with soldiers, the transport truck pulled away from its parking spot near the fence and thundered around the corner toward the highway. Gus wobbled on his toes, blankly staring into space. He was mouthing something unintelligible. Rick reached out and touched his shoulder and Gus flinched back to reality.
“We should go,” Rick said. “Now.”
Gus, still dazed, led Rick back to the truck. He cranked the ignition and gripped the wheel with both hands, leaning forward as he drove.
“The headlights,” said Rick.
Gus fluttered his eyes. He turned on the dim lights. “Thanks.”
“You okay?” Rick asked, pulling on his seatbelt.
Gus nodded. “Yeah. I mean no. I don’t know. You prepare for the worst. You always think you’re ready for it. You do everything to be ready for it. Then it happens and it doesn’t seem real. None of this seems real.”
Rick watched the road ahead through the faint yellow fan of light beaming from the truck. Gus was right. No matter how prepared someone might think he was, he always failed to account for something. It was inevitable. Gus had done everything he thought was right: armed himself, became self-sustaining and virtually non-reliant on outside power and water. He hadn’t accounted for his own government seeing preparation as a threat.
Who would?
“What are we going to do if they come for us?” asked Rick.
Gus shrugged and shot Rick a glance, his eyebrows arched with concern. “I’m gonna be ready,” he said. “We’re gonna be ready.”
Rick scratched the thickening stubble on his chin. “What does that mean?”
Gus flexed his fingers on the steering wheel and adjusted himself in the driver’s seat. “I don’t know yet. I really don’t know.”
 



CHAPTER 5
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 7 HOURS, 01 MINUTE, 04 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton sat on the side of his bed, his palms pressed flat against the thin cotton blanket that covered the thin foam mattress. His bare feet were flat on the cold floor. He stared at the wardrobe and matching desk on the opposite wall. The room had the feel of a motel room without the starving-artist paintings on the walls.
He shuddered at the sterility of it and edged from the bed to his feet. He fought against a flash of light-headedness and stumbled toward the desk, leaning against it for support.
“How did I get here?” he asked himself and searched his memory. He reached around to touch his lower back. “I hope I still have my kidneys,” he muttered.
The last he remembered he was being interrogated by a group of overly-amped jerks who questioned his integrity, his veracity, and his loyalty to his country. They’d made it clear he wasn’t welcome, but they weren’t letting him leave. Gradually, the fuzziness was clarifying itself.
Clayton recalled he’d argued with the man named Perkins and the woman named Van Cleaf. He’d insisted he needed to get home to his family. They’d tried to calm him down. It didn’t work.
He’d punched somebody. Perkins? Sergeant Vega? He wasn’t sure, but he knew they’d restrained him and stuck a needle in his neck.
Now he was here in what was best described as a well-appointed cell. Stuck. No closer to home than he’d been on the ISS. Clayton scanned the room and settled on the door. He crossed the room and grabbed the handle. It spun but didn’t open. He ran his thumb over a red light above the locking mechanism and tried the handle again. Nothing. As suspected, he was a prisoner.
A sudden well of anger exploded inside him and he kicked the door, pounding on it with his fists.
“Let me out of here!” he yelled, his voice scratching against the back of his throat. “You can’t keep me here!”
As quickly as the outburst materialized, it ended. He was out of breath, and kicking the door had sent a vibrating pain through his injured leg. His heart pulsed angrily in his temples and across the back of his head.
He thought back to what Van Cleaf had said to him before he lost his cool. Without any empathy or hint of humanity, she’d smirked at him, her words dripping with condescension. “You don’t understand, do you?” she’d said. “You can’t leave.”
That was the only moment since the first CME blasted the ISS that he lost faith. She wasn’t giving him her opinion, she wasn’t doubting his ability to traverse the rough terrain between Denver and Clear Lake, Texas, she was telling him with total certainty that he couldn’t leave. She wouldn’t allow it. It was fact. Pure and simple fact.
Recalling her words and how they’d sliced through his gut, they emboldened him and gave him new resolve. Who was she to tell an astronaut, a man who’d risked his life for the betterment of mankind, he couldn’t do what he damn well pleased?
Clayton cursed and refocused. He exhaled, trying to ease the pounding in his head. He couldn’t escape if he allowed his anger to consume him.
How could he engineer his way out of this? He stepped back to the desk, dropping into the rolling chair in front of it. He pushed back with his heels, wheeling across the floor to the bed. He pushed off the bed and rolled back to the desk.
His eyes searched the room. “How do I get out of here?”
He opened the drawers to the desk—empty. He checked the bedside table—nothing. He pushed himself from the chair and walked into the bathroom. He found a sink, toilet, and shower stall. He was checking the plumbing under the sink when he heard a magnetic click from his room followed by a man’s voice calling his name.
“Clayton Shepard?”
He poked his head out from the bathroom and saw Perkins standing in the open doorway with a nine-millimeter pistol in his hands.
Clayton frowned and kept his distance. “What do you want?”
Perkins aimed the weapon at the ground in front of Clayton. Behind him, beyond the door, was the sergeant named Vega, also armed.
“You calmed down yet?” asked Perkins.
Clayton took a step from the bathroom. “You letting me go?”
Perkins shook his head.
“Then I’m not calm.”
“That’s problematic,” said Perkins. “I’d like to be able to give you some privileges. I can’t do that if you can’t remain…amenable.”
Clayton crossed the room to his bed and dropped onto his mattress. Perkins kept his weapon trained on the astronaut while Vega kept watch.
“We believe your story,” Perkins said.
“Some of us don’t,” Vega chimed in.
Perkins shot Vega an angry look. “Keep the door open.”
Vega scowled unapologetically.
“So let me go,” said Clayton. “I’m not a threat to anyone.”
Perkins lowered his weapon and holstered it at his hip. He stepped over to the empty desk chair and sat down, rolling himself close to the bed.
“Not now you’re not,” he said. “That would change if we let you leave the facility. You’d become desperate as the world falls apart and you’d come looking for us again. You’d bring people with you. That would be problematic for everyone.”
“You like that word,” said Clayton. “Problematic.”
“It’s appropriate.”
“So what now?” Clayton asked. “Assuming I’m calm, assuming I’ve accepted your nonnegotiable proposal?”
“We get you acquainted with the technology available here. We find you a job. You contribute to the new society.”
Clayton glanced at Vega. The soldier stood with his feet shoulder-width apart. He held the door open with a jackbooted foot. He looked as if he were holding in a fart. His attitude was as foul as it had been in the hospital room. Perkins, however, had softened.
“Your boss,” he said, “Van Cleaf, said this is a secure facility designed to preserve civilization.”
“That’s correct.”
“She said the world is dark,” Clayton said. “Two CMEs were responsible for that. She said it would ‘thin the herd’.”
“Correct.”
Clayton’s eyes drifted across his cell. “It doesn’t add up.”
Perkins tilted his head. The corners of his mouth curled upward, as if he knew the answer to his question. He asked it anyway. “What doesn’t add up?”
“This,” Clayton said. “How is it you have this facility up and running a few days after a CME nobody wanted to admit was coming? How are you so sure the power is out everywhere? How can you know the herd will thin? It’s too convenient.”
Perkins looked Clayton in the eyes as he leaned back in the chair. He scratched the back of his head and folded his arms across his chest. It was clear he wasn’t dignifying the astronaut’s doubts with a rebuttal.
“How many people are here?” Clayton asked. “How big is this place?”
Perkins shrugged. “A few hundred,” he said. “Maybe a thousand people.”
“And the facility?”
“Five buildings,” he said. “All of it underground.”
“And nobody’s allowed to leave?”
“Perimeter security like Sergeant Vega,” said Perkins. “That’s it.”
Clayton nodded at Perkins and eyed Vega.
Perimeter security. That’s how I get out of here.
“So we understand each other?” Perkins prompted.
Clayton sighed. “What choice do I have?”
“Good,” said Perkins. “It’s so much easier this way.” He stood from the chair and tugged open the large velcroed pockets on his thighs. From one pocket he pulled what looked like an all-glass iPhone, from the other, he withdrew a smartwatch. He offered both of them to Clayton.
“You’ll need these,” he said. “The watch is called a DiaWatch. The device is a DiaTab.”
Clayton took both and studied them “Dye-uh?” he asked. “What is that?”
“It’s short for Denver International Airport. D-I-A,” said Perkins. “Somebody in IT thought it was clever to name the proprietary technology after our location.”
Clayton put the watch on his left wrist and held up the palm-sized glass tablet. “These are trackers, I’m assuming? As helpful as they are for me, they’re more helpful for you or whoever else is trying to spy on me.”
Sergeant Vega snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself.”
Perkins frowned at his colleague and rolled his eyes. “They do have a localized positioning system that runs through the internal Li-Fi system.”
“Li-Fi?”
Perkins motioned to the overhead lights in the cell’s ceiling. “It’s like Wi-Fi, but uses visible light to transmit data. I don’t know how it works.”
Clayton flipped his wrist and the watch displayed its first message.
Hello, Clayton. Good morning.
He tapped the watch, and the time and date appeared. His stomach dropped.
“It’s January twenty-ninth?” Five days had passed since the CME. Five days that at once felt like a minute and a month. Five days his wife was alone with the children. Five days closer to the herd being thinned. His heart racing, he considered what he’d already missed, how he’d already failed his family.
His fingers trembling, he tapped the DiaTab. In the upper right of the display he saw the battery indicator. It read one hundred percent. He ran his finger across it again and the screen glowed red. It showed the time and date and also a location.
ROOM 29-4 OFFAL LEVEL
Clayton looked up at Perkins. “29-4 offal level?”
“You’re in room twenty-nine, building four.”
“Offal though,” said Clayton. “That’s a slaughterhouse term. I’ve got family in Amarillo. Offal is what they call discarded parts.”
“That’s appropriate,” snarked Sergeant Vega.
“I can’t speak to that,” said Perkins. “I don’t know anything about it.”
Clayton studied Perkins’s face. As far as he could tell, the man was telling the truth. He looked down at the DiaTab and pressed the home button. It vibrated against his thumb and the screen changed to a control display.
OVERHEAD LIGHTS, LAMP, SHOWER, TELENET MONITOR
“Telenet?”
“Push the screen,” said Perkins.
Clayton touched the icon and the screen changed to give the DiaTab the look of a remote control. There was a power tab, which he tapped, and on the wall at the foot of his bed, a large rectangular image appeared.
“Is that a television?” he asked.
“Telenet,” said Perkins. “It’s interactive. I’m sure you’ll have more questions. The preprogrammed message will answer most of them. We’ll leave you alone.”
“Can I leave the room?”
“Not yet,” said Perkins. “Once we’ve established your willingness to stay and work toward the common good, my bosses will consider giving you travel privileges. Until then, you’ll be escorted everywhere. We’ll be back to take you to breakfast.”
The men left without saying anything else and the door shut behind them. A click and a red light told him the door was locked. Clayton stood up and faced the Telenet. He pressed his DiaTab and a welcome page appeared on the sixty-inch screen in front of him. There was a translucent infinity icon spinning and flipping in the lower right corner.
Hello, Clayton. Good morning. You have 1 new message.
Clayton pressed the message icon that populated on his DiaTab and looked back at the Telenet, where the woman who called herself Van Cleaf appeared. At least he thought it was Van Cleaf. The woman he’d seen hours earlier looked older. Her eyes had been sunken and framed with deep crow’s feet, her cheeks sallow and thin with age.
The Van Cleaf on the screen was happier and tanned. Her eyes shone with hope. She sat in a control room, her head held back with confidence. She was easily five years younger, if not more.
“Welcome to your new home,” she said gleefully. “You are here because you are important. Please keep that fact in mind as I familiarize you with this facility.”
“Clearly she didn’t record a version for the disposable innards like me,” Clayton said to the screen.
“If you have questions, you may ask them by pressing the question button on your tablet. Speak normally and the Telenet system will record your query. I’ll answer your question from a series of prerecorded answers. We believe we’ve anticipated most anything you might ask.”
“I doubt that,” Clayton mumbled and pressed the question button on the DiaTab. There was a haptic response and he felt the vibration in his fingertip. An audio wavelength appeared on the screen atop Van Cleaf’s frozen face.
“Where am I?” he asked.
The icon at the bottom of the screen flipped and spun as the computer worked to populate the prerecorded answer. It stopped and Van Cleaf’s image jittered before she spoke.
“You are in room twenty-nine, building four, on the offal level,” she said. “On this level you don’t have keycard privileges or travel privileges.”
“Why am I on the offal level?”
The system cycled through the same series of steps. Van Cleaf unfroze. “You are a threat to the safety and security of the facility.”
Clayton clenched his jaw. He wasn’t the threat. “What are the other levels in this building?”
“You don’t have access to that information at this time.”
“Of course not,” Clayton grumbled. “You’re no better than Perkins.”
“If you don’t have any further questions at this time,” Van Cleaf’s avatar said pleasantly, “I’ll return to the original presentation.”
Clayton dropped onto the bed, half listening to the litany of instructions and directions. None of it mattered. He was a prisoner until he freed himself.
 



CHAPTER 6
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 1:00 AM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Chip Treadgold pushed the button on the coffee maker and the machine gurgled into service. He plucked an extra cup from the stack to the right and offered it to Vihaan Chandra.
Chandra waved him off. “No, thank you. When we’re finished here, I’ve got to get some sleep.”
Treadgold smiled. “Suit yourself. I thought your circulatory system was fifty percent Arabica.”
“I cut back,” Chandra said. “I have trouble sleeping.”
Treadgold took a yellow packet of artificial sweetener from a dispenser and ripped off the top. He poured it into the cup as the coffee maker finished its drip.
“Why did you bring me here?” asked Chandra. He motioned to the empty cafeteria, looking around the room for effect. “We could have talked in my new lab.”
Treadgold shook his head. “Too many ears. We have a little more privacy here.”
He led Chandra to a table at the center of the room and pulled out a seat. He blew on the coffee and drew a slurp from the steaming cup. He winced and sucked on his tongue.
“Too hot,” he said.
Chandra sat opposite his boss and rested his elbows on the table. He watched his boss take another sip of coffee, only to burn his tongue again.
“You ever notice people’s predisposition toward stupidity, Chandra?” he asked. “Here I am taking a sip of coffee I know will burn my tongue, but I do it anyway. It’s like when a waiter brings you a plate of food and warns you not to touch it because it’s too hot. What do you do? You touch it anyway. It’s stupid.”
“I don’t think it’s stupidity,” said Chandra. “I believe it’s healthy skepticism. We choose to discover the truth for ourselves, despite what others might tell us it is.”
A thin smile snaked across Treadgold’s face. He blew on the coffee and took another cautious sip. His eyes stayed glued to Chandra’s as he drank. Steam filtered from the cup into the air. There was something maniacal about it.
“Or,” said Treadgold, “it’s not stupidity or skepticism. Maybe it’s something as simple as obstinance. People don’t know what’s good for them, even when told.”
Chandra shifted in his seat, beads of sweat populating on his forehead. His loose collar suddenly felt tight at his neck. He tucked a finger inside the front of it and tugged. The room felt smaller than it had a moment ago.
“I’m not feeling well,” he said. “Can we dispense with the philosophical debate and get to whatever it was that brought us here?”
Treadgold nursed the coffee and smacked his lips. “Okay. I didn’t realize you were in a hurry. You know we technically have all the time in the world.”
Chandra sat back in his chair, bouncing his knee up and down impatiently.
Treadgold rolled his eyes. “Fine,” he huffed. “Clearly you have no sense of humor tonight. I’ll get to the point.”
“Which is?”
“I’m told you have a lot of questions about this facility. You aren’t sure it’s what’s best for those sheltered here.”
Chandra’s eyes narrowed. “Who told you I had questions?”
Treadgold spun the cup on the table. He raised his eyebrows in question.
Chandra sank back in his chair. “The Telenet. It was the Telenet, wasn’t it? You’re tracking all of the questions.”
“It’s no different than Google recording your searches,” said Treadgold. “Or Facebook inserting ads into your timeline based on your Internet searches.”
“It’s different,” said Chandra.
Treadgold shrugged. “Agree to disagree. Regardless, I’d like to allay some of your fears.”
“Go ahead.”
“This facility, as I told you before, was first conceived decades ago. It was a product of two events. One was the Cold War. We were in the midst of a space race and an arms race with the Russians.”
Chandra rolled his eyes. “I know what the Cold War was.”
“I’m sure you do,” said Treadgold. “I’m just giving you the background here.”
“Go on.”
“In May 1967, things came to a head. We were closer to war than we’d been since the Cuban Missile Crisis; however, nobody writes about it or teaches it in the history books.”
“What happened?”
“Our surveillance radars in the polar regions stopped working,” said Treadgold. “They were jammed. Convinced the Soviets were responsible, the Air Force prepped aircraft for war. They were ready to go. World War Three was on the horizon.”
“I read about this in a journal a few years back,” said Chandra. “Our earliest space weather researchers, military scientists, alerted command about the possibility of communications disruptions from a solar storm.”
Treadgold raised his cup in a toast to his colleague. “I’m impressed. Yes, that single event convinced our government of the importance of monitoring space weather, how critical it is to national security. It also proved the need for a place to escape the ravages of both war and space weather.”
“How so?”
“Even in the 1950s, we knew our reliance on electronics was accelerating exponentially. In the event of a nuclear attack, the resulting electromagnetic pulse, or a catastrophic solar event and its capacity to kill communications and power, society would collapse.”
“Collapse?” Chandra echoed. “That’s extreme.”
“Is it though?” asked Treadgold. “We’ve seen estimates that every day without power costs the United States economy forty billion dollars. Every day. What civilization can survive a shock to the system like that?”
Chandra adjusted his chair. He sat forward and rested his elbows on the table.
“Remember, Vihaan, we were also in the midst of the Civil Rights Movement and the early years of the Vietnam conflict and—”
“War.”
“Excuse me?”
“Vietnam was a war, it wasn’t a conflict.”
Treadgold smirked. “Whatever. The point is that we were engaged in fighting communism, among other things. Those in power during that tumultuous time decided we needed safe spaces for both continuity of government and for rebuilding society. They identified viable spots all over the country, and this was one of them. Although the work began, it was a cost-prohibitive effort. So during the Reagan administration, a public and private partnership was formed. That’s where my employers came into the fold. We seamlessly integrated our efforts into all of the critical institutions—the military, the Departments of State and Energy, Homeland Security, and of course NOAA.”
“Homeland Security didn’t exist under Reagan.”
“You’re right, it didn’t,” said Treadgold. “Bush created the agency when it was apparent the Descent Protocol was too unwieldy. We needed a singular agency that—”
“Homeland Security was created because of 9/11.”
Treadgold smiled. “Sure it was.”
“So this is some vast conspiracy?”
“I wouldn’t call it that,” said Treadgold. “I would call it a coordinated effort to preserve our way of life in the face of a catastrophic event.”
“What way of life is that?”
Treadgold’s brow furrowed. “The American way.”
Chandra leaned forward, resting his head in his hands. His fingers gripped his hair, tugging at the roots. His head was swimming. He squeezed his eyes closed.
“So instead of trying to maintain some sort of structure and help everyone survive,” he said, “you callously calculated society would collapse? You left everything to chance and assumed the worst?”
“We didn’t assume anything. We know it will collapse. We know that for a fact. It’s already happening. We’ve merely separated the wheat from the chaff.”
“How do you know?”
“We just do. Seriously, Vihaan, I’m beginning to question my decision to bring you here.”
“Why did you bring me here?”
Treadgold’s face relaxed and he finished his coffee, tapping the coffee cup as he tilted it back to drain the final drops. “My bosses gave the option of picking some last minute additions. People I thought would be of some benefit. Things were already in motion. I’d seen you hard at work since the first CME hit. I trust you. You’ve always been discreet. You don’t have family. So I thought…” He shrugged.
Chandra slid his elbows from the table and folded his arms across his chest. He studied Treadgold’s face, tracing the creases and folds with his eyes.
“Last minute?” asked Chandra. “I thought the decision to activate the protocol was made after I told you about the second CME? That’s what you told me. You were surprised when I told you there was a new threat. You said—”
“I know what I said,” Treadgold cut in forcefully. “I couldn’t tell you that we were already headed underground, that we already knew a second CME was on its way. Did you think you were the only one who’d figured that out? You’re good, Vihaan, but really.”
Chandra sat back in his chair and dropped his arms to his sides. The ache in his stomach deepened and the nausea floated back to the surface. He swallowed the urge to vomit.
Treadgold reached out and grabbed his hand. “Don’t you understand how lucky you are? How lucky all of us are to be here, to have a chance at making society better than it was?”
“All of us?”
“Yes, all of us.”
“What about the prisoner? The man found wandering around outside?”
Treadgold let go of Chandra’s hand and withdrew into his chair. The color drained from his face. He picked up the empty cup of coffee and then set it back on the table before squeezing it with his fist.
“I heard people talking about it,” said Chandra. “Who is he?”
Treadgold took a deep breath and held it. He exhaled through his nostrils. He shifted his weight in the chair, scooting it while he cleared his throat. “He’s an astronaut.”
Chandra chuckled at the absurdity of the answer until he noticed Treadgold wasn’t laughing. “Astronaut?”
“Yes,” said Treadgold. “He was on the International Space Station. Somehow, and we don’t understand how he did it, he managed to escape the ISS. He landed in Canada, found a working plane, and flew it until it crashed not far from here.”
“Was he looking for us? Is NASA part of the…the…new world order?”
Treadgold shook his head. “Don’t call it that.”
“Is NASA involved in preserving the American way?”
“No. They ask too many questions and they’re too transparent. They know the bunkers exist, that’s about it. They weren’t advised of any Descent Protocol procedures.”
“So the astronaut just landed here by chance?”
“Seems so.”
“Which one? I think we had three men aboard the ISS. Two astronauts and one cosmonaut. They—”
“I’m aware of who was aboard the ISS. It’s unimportant.”
“What are you doing with him?”
Treadgold shrugged. “Nothing. He’s staying here. He’s in building four for now. Once he acclimates, he’ll have a job like everyone else.”
Chandra scratched his head. He rubbed his heavy, burning eyes and looked at his DiaWatch. It was late.
“I’m telling you all of these things in confidence,” said Treadgold, pushing away from the table. “These are not things the general population knows about, okay?”
General population. Like a prison. “I understand,” said Chandra.
Treadgold plucked the crinkled cup from the table and stood. “If you have questions, you come to me. Don’t use the Telenet. It’ll only cause problems.”
The American way of life. “Okay,” Chandra said. “I’ll be sure to ask you first.”
Treadgold motioned for Chandra to follow him from the cafeteria. The two rode the elevator silently and went their separate ways. Chandra accessed his room with his keycard. The overhead lights flickered on as he walked to the desk. He set down the DiaTab and took off his DiaWatch. He sat down on his bed, the mattress sinking under his weight, and took off his shoes. He spun his feet from the floor and lay atop the covers, resting his head on the cool pillow. He stared at the LED lights recessed into the ceiling of his cell. As he drifted off, he had no doubt he was in a cell. Chandra knew without a doubt that he, the astronaut, the strawberry blonde named Sally, the little scientist Henry Rector, and even Treadgold, whoever he truly was, were all prisoners here.
 



CHAPTER 7
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 5:08 AM CST
JOHNSON SPACE CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS
Jackie’s eyes popped open and she sat up in her sleeping bag, bracing herself on the floor with her elbows. She was drenched in sweat, her heart pounding. Her chest heaved as she breathed in and out.
It was dark in the room, but her eyes had adjusted enough that she could see the outlines of the people sleeping nearby. Jackie felt for Marie. She was there. So was Chris. Both were snuggled next to one another in their nylon cocoons. Jackie exhaled.
They’re okay.
Her dream had been too real, its tentacles still tickling the back of her neck as she sat there, reminding herself it had been a nightmare. As her heart rate slowed, she lay back on her pillow and closed her eyes.
Jackie didn’t frequently remember her dreams. And when she did, they were farcical. They were reality laced with the fantasy she’d subconsciously stolen from the books she’d read. This one, though, stung with the reality of the nasty world in which she now found herself. Her children had disappeared while scouring makeshift tenements for scraps of food. She’d searched endlessly for them and couldn’t find them. No matter what she’d tried or where she’d looked, they eluded her. It was a future she feared was all too real.
Awake, lying in the nondescript NASA office, Jackie’s mind slid from the fear of what could be to the terror of what was. Her husband and best friend, Clayton, was the one missing. She’d told herself and her children, despite logic telling her differently, that he was coming home to them. Against the astronomical odds, he would find a way. It wasn’t until Irma had told her he was on Earth she realized how unlikely it was she’d ever see him again.
“We are confident he landed. And we believe he is alive. Your husband is alive and trying to get home.”
Irma’s words repeated themselves in her mind as if they were the only verse of a song she could remember.
Alive. Trying to get home.
Jackie had learned that the Soyuz hatch was opened after crash landing. They’d been able to pinpoint the signal and knew that the Russian capsule had landed in Jasper, Canada, on or near the Columbia Icefield.
Using a surviving satellite, they’d found the capsule. They could even see footprints and a wide path leading away from it. There appeared to be a rudimentary camp. There was, however, no sign of life at the crash site. They’d made the educated guess the survivor had dragged supplies from the crash site toward a nearby visitors’ center. There was no way to confirm any of it. And even if they had proof of life, getting help to the site would have been a gargantuan task that would have taken days or weeks. But Irma had told Jackie, regardless, they’d had a lucky break.
“Thanks to an atmospheric condition called ‘tropospheric ducting’, we are receiving radio signals from much farther than we would normally be able to hear,” Irma had said.
“What does that have to do with Clayton?” Jackie had asked.
“One of our radio operators was monitoring a common frequency,” Irma had explained. “We heard parts of a call that was reaching out to anyone listening. While we weren’t able to connect, that operator made a note of the frequency and began recording all transmissions. By chance, he picked up on a brief, garbled conversation between two men.”
Irma had shown Jackie the hand-scribbled transcription of the snippets of conversation they’d been able to hear clearly enough to understand the communication:
This is VA6CXX. I hear you, KD5XMX. Were you in an accident? I don’t know my location yet. Name is Steve. Maybe I can help.
“The man’s name is Steve,” Jackie had said. “Why would you think he’s talking to Clayton?”
“KD5XMX is Clayton’s ham radio call sign,” Irma had said. “We were listening to Clayton talk to someone named Steve Kremer. We found his identity by searching a manual log of North American amateur radio licenses. According to the license, he lives a few hours from where Clayton crash-landed.”
Jackie looked at the words on the paper. I don’t know my location. Maybe I can help. She wanted more than that. She wanted to know if the man named Steve had been able to help. She wanted to get on the radio herself.
Irma had insisted they had people working on it. They’d been trying unsuccessfully to hail Clayton or Steve. Nothing had worked. Then the temperature changed, the tropospheric ducting diminished, and their ability to hear anything beyond line of sight was gone. That snippet was all they had or would have. They were still monitoring the frequency, but the chance of hearing anything north of Dallas was miniscule.
Irma had told Jackie she thought the information would be comforting; they knew he was alive when he’d landed, he was mobile, and he’d made contact with others. It should have been comforting. It wasn’t. It tore at Jackie’s gut. It made her legs tingle with weakness. To Jackie, the idea that her husband was in Canada made him seem farther away than he was when he was orbiting the planet. At least when he was in space she could look up and feel close to him.
The thought that he could safely find his way however many thousand miles from the Canadian Rockies to southeast Texas was suddenly ridiculous. There were few cars, little available gasoline, and no airplanes.
Jackie shivered in her sleeping bag and pulled it up her neck. Her sweat had dried and cooled her skin, but she couldn’t be sure it was the chill that sent the shudder through her body.
For the first time in a long time, she prayed for her husband. She had trouble forming the words at first, as if the guilt of seeking help was preventing her from speaking. She licked her lips and tried again, her words a whisper soft enough for only God to hear.
“I’m not devout,” she said. “I don’t go to church or help the poor. I’m not religious at all. In fact, you know I roll my eyes at those people who close their eyes and wave their hands while they’re singing hymns.”
Jackie’s mouth curled into a self-conscious smile at the vision of the faithful parishioners she’d see on Sunday morning television as she flipped through the channels, looking for the ubiquitous reruns of House Hunters.
“I’m not asking for you to help me,” she whispered, her eyes affixed to the ceiling. “I’m asking you to help Clayton, wherever he is.”
A lump caught in her throat and she blinked back tears. She didn’t believe her prayer would make any difference, but she felt helpless to do anything else. She jumped when she felt a cold hand on her cheek.
“Mom?”
Jackie pulled her hand from underneath the warmth of the sleeping bag and touched the soft hand on her face. “Marie? How long have you been awake?”
“Long enough to hear you pray,” she whispered. “That’s a first.”
Jackie gently squeezed her daughter’s hand. “It never hurts, right?”
Marie inched closer to her mother. “What did they tell you about Dad? We fell asleep before you got back. I tried to stay awake.”
Jackie hesitated. She could be a realist and tell her daughter the unsanitized truth, or she could spin it, shine it up, and present an optimistic version. She smiled and stroked Marie’s hair, pulling the strands behind her ear.
“Your dad is alive,” she said. “He’s back on Earth. He’s—”
“But,” interrupted Marie, her voice still a whisper. “I know there’s a but coming.”
Jackie’s smile disappeared. “But he’s in western Canada somewhere.”
“Canada?”
“That’s where he landed. He’s made radio contact with someone who might be able to help him.”
“How is he going to get home, Mom? Is NASA sending someone to get him?”
“I don’t…”
“You don’t what?”
Jackie ran her fingers along her daughter’s cheek. It was damp. She thumbed away tears from beneath Marie’s eye. Her own eyes welled. She squeezed them closed and opened them again to see her daughter had drawn closer, her face inches away.
“Mom!” she whispered forcefully. “You don’t what?”
“I don’t have an answer for that, honey. NASA isn’t going to get him. By the time they go to where they located him, he’d likely be long gone. There’s nothing we can do but wait.”
A third muted voice joined the conversation. “We could go to Canada,” said Chris. He poked his head over his sister’s sleeping bag and draped his arm across her. “We could leave here and head north.”
“When did you wake up?” asked Jackie.
He pulled on his sister’s sleeping bag and pulled himself perpendicular to her, leaning his weight on her hip. “A couple of minutes ago. I heard you talking about Dad.”
Marie shrugged off her brother, but he held onto her side. “Get off me, Chris.”
“Chris,” said Jackie, “please get off your sister. You can come over here.”
The boy unzipped his bag and crawled across his sister. She groaned and gave him a healthy shove. He tumbled over his mom and landed on the floor.
“Mom!” he cried. “She pushed—”
“Shhhh!” Jackie said. “C’mon, kids, I’m not in the mood. Please don’t aggravate one another.”
“Sorry,” said Chris, leaning on his mother.
“Sorry,” Marie mumbled.
“Look,” Jackie said, “the truth is we can’t leave here. Not yet. We don’t have transportation and we’re certainly not walking to Canada.”
“How is Dad getting here if he doesn’t have transportation?” asked Chris.
Jackie buried her fear. She ignored the voice telling her Clayton wouldn’t make it back to Texas, humoring her children. It was what they needed, and their needs outstripped hers. She faked what she knew was a convincing smile.
“Your dad always finds a way, right? He figured out how to get back to Earth. That was probably a lot tougher than getting from Canada to Houston. He’ll find a way, kids. He always does.”
 



CHAPTER 8
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 6:42 AM CST
COUPLAND, TEXAS
Rick Walsh woke up to the sound of men’s voices. They were sharply barking military commands issued above a whisper that aimed to maneuver teams into right positions. They were coming from the other side of Brushy Creek on the southern side of Gus Gruber’s property.
After spending several hours prepping the compound for a coming raid, Rick had reluctantly volunteered to be the lookout. Gus had stationed him near the creek, telling Rick that would be where he’d stage the assault if he were in charge.
The sun was another forty-five minutes from lifting over the rolling edge of the horizon. Gus had also told Rick the troops would hit them before sunup when everyone was deep asleep. He’d been right about that too.
Rick was leaning against a tree near the edge of the creek where it ran under State Highway 95. The trucks, two of them, were stopped on the highway at the start of the elevated portion, which ran across the creek from south to north. The noise had initially startled him and he’d dropped the radio resting in his lap. He groped the ground at his sides, finding it amongst the leaves and rot of the creek’s steep but narrow embankment. He held it tightly with one hand and narrowed his eyes toward the voices and boot steps. Both were getting louder as they approached.
Despite the darkness, Rick could make out the fast-moving forms of at least a dozen men. They were splitting into three or four different groups, jumping from the highway to the ground below at different points.
Rick waited until the men passed him and keyed the radio he gripped tightly with one hand. Convinced the soldiers couldn’t hear him, he turned on the transceiver and keyed the microphone.
“They’re here,” he said with his mouth pressed against the speaker. “Repeat, they’re here. Do you hear me? Over.”
The radio crackled. Rick looked at it and then pulled it to his mouth again.
“The soldiers are here,” he said breathlessly. “Do you copy? Over.”
Nothing.
Rick pushed himself to his feet and climbed up the creek’s embankment toward the clearing at the edge of the trees. From there it was a straight shot back to a narrow wooden bridge to Gus’s ranch. His thighs burning, he stayed low, crouch-running north. He knew he wouldn’t beat the soldiers, but he didn’t have to do that. It wasn’t part of the plan. Up ahead, under the cover of trees, he saw a flash of light and slowed to a stop, quietly lowering himself to the ground, keeping his head up so he could see the light. It was coming from a team of soldiers. They were picking their way through the cover of the creek-side vegetation.
Perhaps he could beat them.
He held the radio close to his ear. It was silent. “C’mon,” he said between his teeth, “answer the freaking radio.”
He drew the radio back to his mouth. When he was about to try again, he realized he was on the wrong channel. He cursed himself, fumbling with the knob atop the radio.
“They’re coming,” he said hurriedly. “They’re coming. Copy? Over.”
The response was immediate. “Copy. How many? Over.”
“Twelve. Three or four teams. All coming from the south and east. Over.”
“Copy. Over and out.”
Rick turned off the radio and scrambled to his feet. The light up ahead was no longer visible. Staying low, he resumed his awkward hunched-over run toward the creek crossing. The cold morning air tightened his lungs. He suppressed a coughing fit as he worked his way north.
He hadn’t wanted to leave Kenny and his ex, Karen. He’d wanted to be there with them when everything got heated. Gus had convinced him he was the best to be the lookout. Despite Mumphrey’s offer to take the spot, the ranch owner said he wanted Rick there. Rick had been with him when they’d seen the FEMA camp. Rick knew what they were up against.
Mumphrey had promised to keep a close eye on Kenny and Karen. He’d told them he’d go kicking and screaming. Rick was afraid of that, but he wanted to be a team player. Now, as his heart raced and his legs burned, he regretted not having been more selfish. Sure, Karen was a pain. But she’d earned that right. She’d earned more than that.
He knew she and Kenny were hunkered down in a crawl space underneath the main house. Lana Buck and Candace Bucknell were also hiding there. Gus thought it was the safest place to be if “things got violent”.
Reggie Buck was positioned atop the garage on the northeastern corner of the property. Gus had armed him with his Remington .308 bolt action sniper rifle with a bipod and night vision scope. Reggie would be an overwatch covering the whole property.
Gus had activated all of the trigger alarms he’d installed on the perimeter fences. He’d armed trip wires between the greenhouse and garage, and between the greenhouse and main house. There was no way to cross from one to the other without setting off the wires.
Rick had protested the trip wires. “These are American soldiers we’re talking about, Gus,” he’d said. “You can’t maim a soldier. That’s treasonous.”
Gus had laughed incredulously at the suggestion. “Treasonous?” he said, stepping uncomfortably close to Rick. “The US government is sending armed, professionally trained killers onto my land to forcibly remove me and imprison me? And I’m treasonous? You best rethink that position before I forcibly remove you.”
Rick had held his ground. “I’m not telling you to go quietly and obey. I’m suggesting you not injure or kill anyone. You heard them. They said they’d only open fire if we did it first.”
Gus had stuck his swollen finger in Rick’s chest. “I know my rights. I’m an American too. They’ll take me from here in a bag. You wanna leave? Do it. But all of you will end up in that camp, locked up and groveling for gruel. You want that? Leave.”
Rick had apologized, not because he was sorry but because he wouldn’t leave Kenny and Karen, and she wasn’t leaving. She’d made that clear. Making one tortuously long trip in the Jeep was enough. Besides, Gus did have a point. The government had no right to do what it was doing. Martial law or no martial law, Off-the-Grid-Gus and his guns weren’t hurting anyone.
Chugging as fast as he could, the winter-hardened ground crunching under his feet, he regretted not having stood up to Gus. He regretted not having taken Kenny and Karen, regardless of what she’d wanted, loading them into the Jeep, and going somewhere else.
More than that, he wished Nikki were with him. She’d have stood up to Gus. Heck, she’d have kicked his ass. Undoubtedly. On principle alone, she’d have sprung flat-footed into the air, snapped into a tornadic spin, and slapped his jaw with a roundhouse. Then she’d have drop-kicked Karen if she’d resisted leaving ahead of what amounted to a military invasion.
Rick caught a stitch in his side and he slowed, stretching as he walked cautiously toward the tree line. He was pretty sure he’d reached the general area where the wood-planked footbridge crossed the creek onto Gus’s property, giving him access to the northeastern parcel.
He clipped the radio to his belt and, with his head on a swivel, approached the canopy of pines, scrub oak, and scraggly yaupon that tangled its way between the taller trees. His feet crunched on the leaf-covered ground and he stopped. He listened for chatter or the sound of boots. All he heard was the start and stop of tree frogs croaking.
Rick was unarmed other than the radio. It was his choice. He didn’t want to shoot an American soldier. Though, as he wound his way through the brush, squinting to find his path toward the footbridge, he regretted not being armed. If he happened upon a soldier, or they found him wandering in the thin band of woods, it wouldn’t end well. His breathing slowed, but his heart rate maintained its thick and heavy pulse against his neck and chest. A cold sweat chilled his forehead and the back of his neck. And then he saw him. Rick stopped cold.
On the eastern edge of the footbridge was a lone soldier. He was crouched low, bent on one knee. He held his rifle to his shoulder, his eye pressed against what Rick figured was a night-vision or thermal scope.
Rick cursed under his breath, frozen where he stood, afraid to move his feet and rustle the dead leaves that carpeted the ground. Clearly, he hadn’t beat the team to his position. They’d moved faster than he’d anticipated. Still, he had to get across that bridge. He looked over his shoulder and back toward the highway. It would take him too long to run back and approach the property from the main entrance. He couldn’t even move fifty yards south and try to cross the creek on foot. He’d make too much noise or get caught in what Gus had warned was a surprisingly swift current. His only option was going through the soldier.
Rick looked around at the ground. In the darkness, he found a palm-sized rock. Next to it was a rotted tree branch less than a foot long. Keeping his feet where they stood, he managed to reach far enough to grab both and hold one in each hand. He took a deep breath, sucking the cold air into his lungs before exhaling. There was no more time to wait.
Rick took a soft step forward, testing the leaves. Then another. He’d taken a half-dozen steps before the crunch gave him away. When the soldier swung around, Rick flipped the branch to the left. It swirled through the air until it cracked against the side of a tree.
The soldier rose to his feet, the weapon still ready, and took a step forward. He swept the area with his weapon as Rick took another set of quick steps closer to the bridge. When he stopped, he tossed the rock in the same direction as the stick. It landed on the ground with a thud and the soldier advanced toward the sound, his movements silent and fluid. His rifle trained straight ahead, the soldier was jerking in a short, tight pattern as he scanned for the source of the noise.
Rick figured he was ten yards from the soldier and directly behind him. The footbridge was straight ahead. He had two options. He could make a run for the bridge and hope to cross it without taking a bullet in his back, or he could disarm a professionally trained soldier. The former option was far more appealing.
As he took his first step toward the bridge, the soldier swung back around. Rick felt the scope catching him in its sight. Instead of trying to hide, his instincts took him in a surprising direction. He played possum.
He raised his hands above his head. “Help,” he whispered. “Sir, please help me. I’m trying to escape. These peop—”
“Stop!” barked the soldier. He kept the weapon trained on Rick and moved deliberately toward him. “Don’t move. Move and you’re toast. Got it?”
Rick stood motionless. He was no more than five feet from the footbridge, standing on the edge of the sharp creek-side embankment. “I got it,” said Rick. “Please help me.”
The soldier stopped two feet from Rick. He tilted his head away from the scope but kept the rifle leveled at Rick’s chest. His finger was extended along the guard and not pressed against the trigger.
The soldier jabbed the weapon in Rick’s direction. “Who are you?”
“My name is Rick,” he said breathlessly. “I’m trying to get out of here. I—”
“Where did you come from?” The soldier’s eyes were wide and bright against the dark smudge of mud-brown camouflage face paint streaked across his cheeks and chin.
Rick hesitated and stuttered an unintelligible answer. His shoulders were starting to burn from holding his hands above his head. His arms were heavy.
The soldier snapped, “Where?”
Rick motioned with his chin toward the other side of the bridge. “Over there,” he said. “The other side of the creek.”
The soldier glanced to his left and the footbridge behind him at the exact moment the distant sound of semiautomatic gunfire cracked in the distance. A cascade of echoing shots followed two short bursts. The soldier turned toward the sound, momentarily distracted.
It was enough time for Rick to step to one side and grab the rifle barrel with both hands. He yanked it as hard as he could, pulling the soldier off balance enough that when he applied leverage and shoved the butt at the soldier’s face, it caught the man squarely on the jaw.
The soldier grunted and his head snapped forward to his chest. Still holding the barrel, Rick jabbed at him again and struck the soldier’s collarbone with a sickening crack.
The soldier cried out in pain and dropped to his knees, losing his grip on the weapon. Rick, surprised by his success, stumbled back with the rifle in hand. He nearly tumbled onto his back but caught himself against a thin tree trunk.
The soldier was on his side in the dirt, his body splayed on the embankment above the creek. He was whimpering and cursing Rick.
Rick stood against the tree for a moment, stunned, before he shook free of his mental paralysis and bounded across the footbridge. He thought about disarming the soldier of his sidearm and radio, but didn’t want to risk getting too close. An injured soldier was still a soldier.
Rick crossed the bridge and spun around, running backward for a few steps. He called back to the soldier in a hushed strain before turning back to run away from the creek.
“I’m sorry!” he called. “I hope you’re all right!”
His face flushed at the idea of what he’d just said. Nikki never would have apologized. He wouldn’t tell her about it.
“You’re an idiot,” he muttered to himself. His self-deprecation was interrupted by another snap of gunfire. Rick couldn’t tell who was firing. He didn’t know enough about guns to tell the difference by listening. The resonant echo also made it hard to decipher from where exactly the shots were originating. As he got closer, the high-pitched whine of the tripped perimeter alarms chirped and buzzed.
He reached the northern stretch of fence and climbed over it one leg at a time, dropping on the ground behind the garage. He puffed air from his cheeks, trying to catch his breath, and carefully worked his way toward the garage. Reggie Buck was supposed to be atop the garage’s roof, perched there with a bipod and scope-equipped rifle. He looked up toward the pitch, straining to see Reggie, but couldn’t spot him.
His job was to enter the garage and hop onto one of the two all-terrain vehicles Gus had stored inside his EMP-proof garage. But with the sounds of yelling came another short burst of gunfire from the south, closer to the garden and chicken coop. Ignoring the plan, Rick crouched low, his calves and thighs straining with exhaustion, and squeezed between the garage and the eastern fence line, moving south toward the garden and where he heard the most noise. He clung to the side of the garage for cover and so that Reggie didn’t mistake him for a raider, until he came to the edge of the driveway that ran in front of the garage’s entrance.
He stopped and pulled the rifle to his shoulder. Aiming south and squeezing shut one eye, he drew the other to the scope. His field of view filled with a hazy greenish glow. He swept the scope from left to right until he was aiming diagonally across the property toward the greenhouse. In the distance he could see two or three figures low to the ground. They were moving slowly, as if crawling on the ground. He swept back to the right and saw another signature. Someone was pressed up against the edge of the garden between its wooden edging and the fence. Rick stayed low and curled around the corner of the garage to look toward the front porch.
As he moved, he heard shouting from the greenhouse. For the first time, he could make out what was being said.
The first voice was definitely a soldier. “We don’t want to hurt anyone!” he shouted above the squeal of the alarms. “We’re here to help you. Please cease fire.”
The second voice was Gus, much closer to Rick. Perhaps from the main house.
“Not gonna happen. Get off my land. Fourth Amendment. Read it.”
Another rattle of gunfire pierced the air. Rick could see bursts of yellow-orange light from near the porch, muzzle flashes from Gus’s weapon.
“Man down!” called one of the soldiers. “Man down!”
Instantly, a crash of weapons erupted around Rick. He resisted the urge to cover his ears and retreated. He ran north around the back side of the garage toward the rear of the house.
From above his head, he could hear Reggie engaged in the gunfight. Rick emerged on the western edge of the garage and dropped to the ground. He crawled toward the main house on his elbows and knees.
Strobes of light flickered in the milky smoke that hung low to the ground. It was like a war zone, or what Rick imagined how one would feel. The repeated rat-tat-tat-tat of military rifles vibrated in his bones. His ears were thick with a high-pitched ring. As he crawled west, scraping against the dirt to the house, he looked south. Gus was pressed against the greenhouse, using it as cover. He’d poke his head out and open fire on a moving target before retreating behind the Plexiglas building.
Rick looked forward to the lattice woodwork that covered the crawl space underneath the main house. He was halfway there when he saw Karen kick through one of the lattice panels. She scrambled from underneath the house and pushed herself to her feet as Rick heard a pair of rounds zip past his head.
“Karen!” he yelled, still on his elbows. “Karen! Get down! You’re going to—”
A single shot struck her in her chest, spinning her around like a puppet on strings until her limp body collapsed to the ground. She was facing Rick with wide eyes. Her mouth was open and she gasped for air.
“Karen!” Rick screamed and scrambled to her side. He raised himself onto his knees and grabbed her body.
Staying as low as he could, he dragged her against the house. He sat against the lattice and pulled her into his lap. He stroked her clammy forehead with one hand while searching for the wound with the other.
In the surreal lightning storm of the gunfire, he could see the tears streaking from the corners of her eyes and down her temples. She was trying to talk but couldn’t.
“Shhh,” Rick said, fighting back tears himself. “Don’t try to talk,” he whispered. “It’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.”
Finally, with both hands he ripped open her shirt and gasped. The wound was coursing blood. Rick fumbled around on her chest before he found the hole. He pressed his palm against it and Karen arched her back in pain. She gripped his leg with one hand, squeezing his calf. As quickly as she’d applied pressure, it weakened. Her body shuddered against his. Her eyes started to close.
“Karen,” he said, his throat aching, “stay with me. Stay with me.”
Her eyes widened for a moment; then her lids lowered. Her jaw slackened; her chest heaved once and then relaxed.
Rick pulled her head next to his and squeezed her limp body. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered into her ear. “I’m so sorry for the pain I’ve caused you.”
Rick knew she didn’t hear him. She was already gone. The mother of his child was dead. Still, he gripped her familiar body against his, holding her for his comfort. A wave of guilt was washed away by a torrent of anger that exploded inside him.
This was Gus’s fault. Karen would be alive if he hadn’t opened fire. If he hadn’t insisted on fighting back. Rick looked to the greenhouse at the instant Gus’s body flailed wildly, responding to a barrage of bullets hitting him.
As he collapsed to the ground, a trio of soldiers approached in formation. One of them checked Gus’s body then all three of them moved cautiously toward the house. The gunfire had stopped.
Rick inhaled the stinging smoke and moved Karen’s body from his lap. Rolling over, he pulled himself under the house by using the opening Karen had created with her feet.
Almost immediately Kenny greeted him. The boy wrapped his arms around his father’s neck, squeezing him tight.
“Dad,” Kenny whispered, “what do we do? Where’s Mom?”
Rick looked for the others, but couldn’t see them. Mumphrey, Lana, and Candace were somewhere in the darkness.
“Where are the others?”
Kenny motioned over his shoulder. “Back there. Mr. Mumphrey said he had an idea. Where’s Mom?”
Rick didn’t have time for new ideas. He grabbed Kenny’s face with his hands and looked his son in the eyes. Their noses touched as he spoke.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “Now. I’ll worry about Mom.”
“But—”
“Now!” Rick said. He looked to his right toward the back of the house. It faced the northern edge of the property. “Go that way.”
Kenny didn’t argue. He nodded, his eyes wide with fear, and he began crawling toward the back of the crawl space. Rick followed right behind him, focused solely on getting Kenny away from the danger. As he moved along the ground, dodging plumbing and gas lines, he could hear a muted conversation from outside the crawl space. It had to be Reggie Buck. Despite its volume, his voice was pitched with fear.
“I’m coming down,” he called out. “I’ll drop the weapon. I’ll drop it.”
Rick scurried to the edge of the crawl space where Kenny was waiting for him. Mimicking Karen, Rick kicked out the wood lattice and the two of them moved into the open. Rick realized then he’d left the rifle next to Karen’s body. He was unarmed.
Rick looked to the woods directly beyond the fence before staring Kenny in the eyes. “All right,” he said to his son between heavy breaths. “We’re heading straight for those trees. When I tell you to go, you run. You don’t stop; you don’t look back. I’ll be right behind you. Once you get into the trees, count as you run. Once you get to fifty, stop and hide. I’ll find you.”
Kenny’s glassy eyes searched Rick’s. “What about Mom? Where is she?”
Rick clenched his teeth. He took a deep breath. “Three.”
“Dad!”
“Two.”
“But—”
“GO!”
Kenny scowled but pushed himself to his feet and started running. Rick waited until Kenny cleared the fence; then, crouched low, he worked his way around the western side of the main house. He was met by the hum of the large natural gas generator that sat next to the porch. Rick stood up and eased his body between the generator and the porch, moving closer to the front of the house.
When he neared the corner, he could hear voices over the generator’s hum. He didn’t recognize one of them. The other was undoubtedly Mumphrey.
“Like I said,” came the familiar phrase, “we’re coming out. We’re not armed. There’s five of us.”
Rick clung to the wall, staying out of sight. From his obstructed view he could see six soldiers. All of them were ready to fire, their weapons trained low at the house.
“One at a time,” a soldier responded, his words clipped and sharp. “Move slowly. No quick moves. We will shoot.”
A pair of thumps and a crack later, Mumphrey emerged, his hands up. The soldiers put him on his knees and frisked him.
A pair of soldiers helped Mumphrey back to his feet.
“How many more?” one of them asked.
“Like I said—” Mumphrey adjusted his shirt and brushed off his pants “—there’s five of us. Me, three women, and a boy.”
Rick curled back behind the house and stepped between the generator and porch. He’d heard enough. He ran until he hit the fence, climbed over it, and dropped to the other side, falling to the ground. He scrambled to his feet and bolted for the woods. He hit the trees and started counting. When he hit twenty-five, he slowed to a walk and picked his way through the yaupons and holly bushes that littered the brush.
Breathless again, he called to his son with a strained whisper. “Kenny?” He squinted, trying to find his son amongst the tangle. He stepped carefully, his breathing heavier than his feet.
“Kenny,” he called, “it’s Dad.”
A short figure appeared from behind a thick pine.
Rick shifted his weight and spun toward the soft whimper. The boy lunged at his dad and wrapped his arms around Rick’s waist. Rick held his son against him and tried to catch his breath.
Kenny looked up at Rick, his eyes seemingly knowing the answer to a question he didn’t have to ask.
Rick loosened his son’s hold and knelt in front of him, his knees sinking in the soft dirt. He gently placed his hands on Kenny’s shoulders, prepared to embrace him.
“Your mother,” Rick said, “she…she…”
Kenny’s eyes danced from Rick’s eyes to his chest and back. His chin quivered. “There’s blood on your shirt, Dad.”
Unable to look at it, Rick held Kenny’s gaze with his own. Tears burned his eyes, cascading down his face. His chest felt tight. Telling Kenny the truth would make it real. Saying it out loud made it permanent.
“She…your mom…”
Kenny’s expression flattened. “She’s dead.”
Rick pulled his son into his body. He needed consolation as much as what he offered Kenny. Karen didn’t deserve the life she’d lived or the death she’d endured. Rick felt responsible for both. He didn’t know what to tell his son. The words wouldn’t come.
Kenny’s body stiffened against Rick, resisting his father’s efforts to hold him. But when Rick was about to let him go, Kenny melted. He buried his head into Rick’s neck and sobbed. His little body shuddered and he gasped for air on the edge of hyperventilating. Rick resisted the urge to emotionally collapse. His son’s cries emboldened him, reminding him of the need to be strong. He held his son for what felt like hours. It was likely minutes. The sun was beginning to peek through the veil of branches and leaves that surrounded them.
“What do we do now?” Kenny asked. His swollen eyes were red with sadness and exhaustion. “Where do we go?”
Rick sighed. In the distance, he recognized the rumble of the military transports. He knew where they were headed. Mumphrey, Candace, and the Bucks were on their way to the camp. He was sure of that and it left him with no options.
“I think we need to go get Mr. Mumphrey,” he said. “He’d try to get us.”
Kenny wiped his eyes with the backs of his hands. He didn’t ask where they were going or how they’d free Mumphrey. Rick wondered if shock had taken hold.
He thought of different things to say to his son to try to make him smile, to lessen the immediacy of the pain he felt. Nothing felt right. Nothing seemed appropriate. So Rick Walsh pushed himself to his feet and took his son’s hand.
“We gotta go back to the ranch,” he said. “We need a ride.”
 



CHAPTER 9
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 14 HOURS, 06 MINUTES, 32 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
The food was better than anything he’d tasted in months. Clayton savored the maple flavor of the bacon, the strong, freshly brewed coffee, and the hearty crunch of granola. He couldn’t get enough.
“It’s not going anywhere,” said one of his uniformed guards.
Clayton held the spoon inches from his mouth. “What’s not going anywhere?”
The guard snorted a laugh through his nose. “The food. You’re eating it like it’s got wings, feet, and a place to be.”
Clayton shoveled the spoon into his mouth and squirreled the granola into his cheek. He followed it with a swig of coffee. When he’d emptied his mouth, he aimed his spoon at the guard. “Funny that you say the food’s not going anywhere. The same applies to everyone and everything in this place.”
The guard smirked. “Ungrateful, aren’t you? You could be up there.”
Clayton shrugged and plucked the last piece of the bacon from his plate. It was slightly overcooked and crispy. He relished the last bite and ignored the glare from the guard.
They were sitting in the corner of what they called the “feed” level in building two. Apparently building three’s cafeteria was suffering from power issues, so they’d made the longer train trek to this bunker. Clayton had to admit that, despite its Orwellian feel, the underground complex was impressive. It reminded him of a subterranean International Space Station, a series of tunnels and levels connected together to form a human-sized gerbil habitat. The only thing missing was microgravity.
The cafeteria was crowded, in large part due to the inaccessibility of the feed level in building three, and was a study in people. Clayton watched men, women, and children as they moved through the space. He studied their faces and their body language. Incredibly, nobody seemed concerned. They drank their coffee and ate their granola. They talked amongst themselves. Some laughed, others were engrossed in their DiaTabs, tapping and scrolling through whatever it was on their screens.
He scanned the tables, expecting, for some reason, to see a familiar face. And then he did. A young girl with gentle blond curls. She was lanky but athletic as she crossed the room with her tray of food. There was a confidence there. Her eyes were large and round and her cheeks carried a hint of cherub, as if there was a trace of baby still there.
Clayton froze. His heart thumped. Sweat bloomed at his temples and the back of his neck. He dropped the spoon into the bowl.
The guard reached out and touched Clayton’s trembling arm. “Hey,” he asked. “You okay?”
Clayton’s gaze narrowed and everything blurred but the girl. She walked toward him. He smiled at her. She didn’t see it.
Clayton waved at her. “Carrie?” he said. His voice trembled when he called again. “Carrie? It’s me. Clay.”
The girl didn’t respond. She turned left into the crowd and disappeared. Clayton stood at his seat and craned his neck to see the girl. He cupped his hands around his mouth.
“Carrie!” he yelled.
Many of the nearby diners turned to Clayton and stared. The guard stood and forcefully gripped the astronaut’s shoulder. “You need to calm down,” the guard said.
Oblivious to the guard and the growing numbers of staring eyes, he stood on his toes. A glimpse of the girl flashed between a pair of adults. He called for her again and waved his arms. “Carrie!”
“Who are you calling?” the guard asked. “Do you know someone here?”
Clayton shrugged his shoulder from the guard’s grip and looked at the man as if he had three eyes. He pointed into the crowd. He was wide-eyed. “It’s my sister,” he said.
“The little girl?”
Clayton glanced at the crowd, noticing the confused stares from those around him. He looked back at the guard’s knitted brow and the concern evident in the frown lines that framed his face. Clayton’s face reddened. He could feel the heat in his cheeks. He sank to his seat and buried his head in his hands.
“Oh my—” he said weakly. “I-I’m sorry.”
Clayton’s twin, Carrie, died when they were fourteen. They were fraternal twins on their way home from soccer practice. She’d been the star, a starting forward whose kicks sent the ball exploding like a rocket from her strong right leg. Clayton played sparingly on their select team as a defender. He’d always believed he’d made the invitation-only team only because of Carrie. He’d only recently grown taller than her and was still awkward with his gangly arms and legs.
Their coach had ended practice early when storm clouds gathered above the park and distant thunder threatened with increasingly frequent rumbles.
He’d called shotgun and got the front seat next to their mother. Carrie had reluctantly taken the backseat behind their mother as the clouds emptied and the rain began falling in sheets.
“Do either of you need to go to math tutoring?” their mom had asked, pulling out of the soccer park’s parking lot. “I can take you on the way home. I don’t want to have to go out twice in this weather.”
“I’m good,” Carrie had said, yanking the seatbelt across her body and clicking it into place.
Carrie had never needed to go to tutoring. She’d been taking geometry and was acing it. Clayton was still a year ahead of most classmates, taking algebra, but needed the extra help a private tutoring center provided.
“I do,” he’d said. “I’ve got a test on axioms of equality tomorrow.”
“I can help you if you need it,” Carrie had offered. “I don’t mind. I like property equations.”
“Thanks,” Clayton had said. “I’d rather go to tutoring. We already pay for it.”
Their mother had chuckled. “We pay for it,” she said. “That’s a good one.”
“You know what I mean,” Clayton had said.
His mother had turned the windshield wipers to the fastest interval. Instead of turning left to go home, she’d turned right onto the four-lane road that ran parallel to the park, and accelerated into traffic. A flash of lightning flickered an instant before a crash of thunder reverberated through the car.
Sitting in the feed level of building two, Clayton could still feel the thunder in his chest all these years later. He could hear the shrill squeal of the tires on the wet pavement and the sudden, violent jolt of the pickup truck slamming into the rear door of the driver’s side of the car.
He remembered his unconscious mother bleeding onto the deflated air bag, her body uncomfortably pushed into his. There were the strangers who pulled him from the tangled metal of the car, the firefighters who rescued his mother, the medics who tried unsuccessfully to save Carrie’s life.
Since that day, Clayton’s fraternal twin had remained frozen in his memory as a gifted fourteen-year-old. He’d sometimes see her in crowds.
She was at his high school graduation and at the rehearsal dinner the night before he and Jackie got married. She’d been amongst the tourists in Red Square on his first trip to Moscow. She’d stood outside the State History Museum, her white coat a stark contrast to the gold-spired red building. It always took him a moment to realize she wasn’t really there, that he’d seen her in someone similar. It felt real in the moment. It was as if she was always there at the most critical, life-altering moments of Clayton’s life.
He’d never talked about it. He’d kept it from Jackie and hidden it from the litany of doctors with whom he’d visited during his time at NASA. If they’d ever suspected he occasionally “saw” his long-dead twin sister, he’d have washed out of the astronaut corps many times over.
This vision was different, though. He was thoroughly convinced, in that moment, that he’d seen his sister. Clayton bit his lower lip, lifted his head, and looked over at the guard.
“Sorry about that,” he said, trying to play it off. “I was confused for a second. Maybe it’s the concussion.”
The guard’s eyes twitched. Clayton pushed his chair back from the table.
“Can I get one more serving of granola?” he asked. “Is there enough?”
The guard nodded with what appeared to be a newfound sympathy. “You’re not supposed to make a second trip, but I don’t care. I’m sure you’re hungry. How long did you say you were up in space?”
Clayton picked up his bowl and set the spoon on a napkin. “About ten weeks. A little longer than that.”
“Did you get stir-crazy?”
Clayton shook his head. “Not really. We had the whole world on our porch.”
The guard smiled. “Don’t worry about the bowl,” he said. “Get a clean one up at the buffet.”
“Can I get you anything?”
The guard thanked him and declined. Clayton wove his way from his corner table to the buffet on the opposite end of the cafeteria. He joined the line next to a tall woman, who smiled at him before running her long fingers through her strawberry blond bob.
“It’s busy,” she said to him. “I had to come over here from building three.”
Clayton picked up a bowl and held up four fingers. “Building four,” he said.
A man ahead of the strawberry blonde leaned back and looked at Clayton. He held a plate of eggs. “Did I hear you say building four?”
Clayton hesitated but answered, “Yes. The offal level.”
The man stepped from the line and let the woman move ahead of him. He sidled next to Clayton and lowered his voice. “Offal level? What’s that?”
Clayton shrugged. “Some sort of holding area. I guess they’ll move me at some point.”
A nervous smile crept across the man’s face and he leaned into Clayton. “Are you the astronaut?”
Clayton took a step back from the inquisitor. “Who are you?”
The man nestled the plate of eggs against his chest and extended his right hand. His eyes brightened. “I’m Vihaan Chandra. I work for the Space Weather Prediction Center. Well, I did. Now I’m here.”
Clayton gripped the bowl almost tightly enough to break it. He took another step back from Chandra. He didn’t take the scientist’s hand. Instead, he shook his finger at him and chastised him through clenched teeth. “You were in Boulder. You knew what was coming and you dismissed it as an anomaly. You blamed the equipment. Two of my friends died up there because—”
“Whoa!” Chandra held up his hand in surrender. “I didn’t—”
Clayton turned away from Chandra and started back to his table, but the man grabbed his arm and stopped him. Clayton jerked free of his hold.
“I can help you,” Chandra said softly.
Clayton tugged on his shirt sleeve at the cuff and straightened it. The woman, the strawberry blonde, was standing with Chandra now.
“What’s going on?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”
Chandra kept his gaze on Clayton. There was a deep sadness in the man’s eyes. The deep creases at his temples and across his forehead revealed recurring pain and unrelenting stress.
Clayton squared his shoulders. “How can you help me? How do you know who I am?”
Chandra, one hand still raised in peace, stepped closer to the astronaut. “I know you’re an astronaut because I heard about you,” he said under his breath. “I know you’re here against your will. I would guess you want to leave. I want to leave too.”
“You didn’t answer my questions.”
Chandra glanced over Clayton’s shoulder. He spoke through pressed lips. “Not here. We have company.”
“Everything okay?” Clayton’s guard asked, approaching the trio. “I saw a little scuffle. You cut in line, Shepard?”
Clayton nodded. “Sorry about that,” he said to Chandra. “Won’t happen again.”
Chandra’s eyes skipped from Clayton to the guard and back. “I’ll come find you if it does.”
Clayton took the hint. “Go ahead,” he dared the scientist. “Room twenty-nine. Building four.”
The guard tugged on Clayton’s shoulder. “C’mon,” he said. “You don’t need added attention.”
Clayton gave Chandra a knowing glance and then followed the guard back to his table. “I didn’t get my granola,” he complained. “I’m still hungry.”
“You’ll have to wait until lunch,” said the guard. “It’s time to head back to your room. You’ve already had too much excitement for one meal.”
***
Chandra watched the astronaut leave the cafeteria without returning to his table. “Shepard,” he mumbled. “Clayton Shepard!”
“What was that about?” asked Sally. “I’m lost.”
Chandra slid back into the buffet line and grabbed a yeast roll. He set it on his plate next to the eggs and looked at his breakfast. Suddenly, he wasn’t hungry.
“Vihaan?” Sally asked. “Who was that?”
Chandra took a glass of orange juice and led Sally to an empty table. He noticed the crowd was beginning to filter from the room. He offered Sally a seat, slid into his, and then pulled the chair close to hers.
“That was Clayton Shepard,” he said. “He was an astronaut on the International Space Station.”
“So?”
“He was on the station when the first CME hit,” said Chandra, working hard to contain his excitement. “He managed to leave the station and get back to Earth. Now he’s here.”
Sally waved her hands with frustration and pursed her lips. “I’m missing something here, Vihaan. You’re not making sense.”
Chandra exhaled and slowed down. “Somehow, he landed near here. I don’t know the details. But he’s being held here against his will. He’s in some sort of cell. You saw he had a uniformed guard with him.”
“Maybe he’s dangerous,” Sally suggested.
“No,” Chandra said, “he’s an astronaut. He’s not dangerous.”
“Why was he mad at you? Had you met him before?”
“No,” said Chandra. “It’s a long story. It has to do with the CME and data that my people gave to—it doesn’t matter. He doesn’t know me.”
“You said you could help him. Help him do what?”
“Escape.” As soon as he said the word, he regretted it.
Sally’s expression morphed. Her features squeezed tight. Her eyes disappeared beneath her brow. “Wait, what?” she said, raising her voice. “What are you talking about?”
Chandra placed his hand atop hers. “Shhh, don’t call attention to our conversation.”
Sally looked around the room and then glared at Chandra. “Look, you seemed like a nice guy. You have a sadness in your eyes that makes you…approachable. But you’re freaking me out here. I don’t think—”
Chandra pulled his hand away. “Okay, that’s fine. I’m not going to try to convince you. I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t know you. Never mind.”
Chandra pushed himself from the table, leaving the eggs, the roll, the juice, and Sally behind. He hustled out of the cafeteria to the elevator. He stepped inside, cursing himself for having said anything. He didn’t know her. Now she could go to their superiors and get him in trouble.
The uniformed guard attending the elevator interrupted his mental self-flagellation. “Where are you going?”
“Sorry,” said Chandra. “Transfer level, please.”
The guard hit the button, but before the elevator doors closed, a hand slid between them and they reopened. It was Sally. She stepped inside and stood next to Chandra without acknowledging him.
“Transfer level, please.”
The guard pressed the button and closed the doors. The elevator whisked them up a level and glided to a stop. The doors whooshed open and Chandra waited for Sally to exit first. She stepped into the corral and walked a half-dozen steps toward the train tracks. Once the elevator doors shut behind Chandra, she turned around and stopped.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have talked to you that way.”
Chandra kept walking. “It’s fine,” he said. “Not a problem.”
Sally spun on her heels as he passed her and walked at his pace. “You’re mad at me.”
Chandra glanced at her as he approached the tracks. “I’m not mad. I don’t know you, Sally. We met yesterday.”
Sally frowned. “Look, we’re going to be here a while. We both need friends. I want to be your friend.”
Chandra sighed. The tracks rumbled as the next train approached. He could hear its engine growing louder as it neared the building two platform. He stepped toward the edge of the floor closest to the tracks.
Sally touched his shoulder. “Can we be friends?”
He looked over at her. Her eyes were wide with remorse. Her long eyelashes flicked as she looked up at him and brushed the hair from her forehead. Chandra was good at a lot of things—math, science, technology. He wasn’t good at reading women. He never had been. His wife, Anila, had called him oblivious to her advances. She joked that if she hadn’t made the first move, they’d never have exchanged more than pleasantries.
Something, though, told him he could trust Sally. Who could blame her for being freaked out at the mention of escaping their hi-tech refuge? He was certain that ninety-nine percent of the people living in the bunkers thought the setup entirely benevolent. Ninety-nine percent of them didn’t know Treadgold.
“Okay,” he said. “We can be friends.”
The train roared to the platform and a gust of wind blew Sally’s hair into her eyes. Chandra reached out and brushed it from her face. She smiled. The train screamed to a stop and they boarded, the only ones in their cabin. The doors shut and the train accelerated. An automated voice filled the space.
“You are departing building two,” it said pleasantly enough. It was different than the sterile voice he’d heard the day before. “Our next stop is building one, followed by building five. If building one is your destination, please prepare your belongings and be sure you have possession of your DiaTab, DiaWatch, and keycard.”
Chandra had his arm wrapped around a stainless floor-to-ceiling pole in the middle of the car. “Why do you think we have keycards?” he asked, shaking his wrist. “We have the watches and the tablets. I mean, they could just use the technology in those devices. We could swipe them across the entry panels. We wouldn’t need the cards.”
“I hadn’t thought about it.”
Chandra shrugged. “It seems redundant.”
“Yeah,” Sally agreed. “I guess so.”
They rode in silence through the first three stops. Uniformed soldiers climbed aboard at buildings five and four. Sally smiled at them when they boarded. They ignored her.
The automated voice chimed through the cabin. “Our next stop is building three, followed by building two. If building three is your destination, please prepare your belongings and be sure you have possession of your DiaTab, DiaWatch, and keycard.”
“This is us,” Sally said.
The train slid to a smooth stop and the doors whooshed open. Two of the guards exited the car. Sally and Chandra stepped off the train and walked together to the elevator, taking it down four floors to the “open/intact” level.
Sally walked close to Chandra as they made their way along the hall toward the T-intersection at its end. When they reached it, Sally paused.
“What are your plans today?” she asked.
“I’ll go get ready for work,” he said. “I’ll spend most of the day in the lab, I guess. I’ll see you at dinner?”
She smiled broadly. “Sounds great,” she said. “I really am sorry, Chandra.”
“It’s fine. See you later.”
He waved goodbye and walked toward his section of the floor. When he reached the end of the hallway, he looked back over his shoulder. Sally was gone. He retraced his steps and hustled to the elevator, pressing the button like an arcade game.
“C’mon,” he said, urging the elevator to arrive.
The doors finally opened and he reentered the car. The guard raised an eyebrow and smirked.
“Forget something?”
“No,” said Chandra. “I’m late for work. Transfer corral, please.”
The doors slid shut and within minutes Chandra was back on the train headed to building four. Three stops later he was almost there. He was sprinting from the train by the time the doors had finished opening.
The elevator was already open when he arrived. “Level five, please.”
The guard pressed the button for the lowest level. The doors slid shut and the elevator lumbered downward. Chandra was sweating. His heart rate was elevated, his mouth dry.
He was certain the guard would ask for some sort of clearance, but he didn’t. He was sure he’d need to swipe his card or flash his DiaTab. He didn’t. The elevator slowed to a stop and its doors opened to reveal a large dimly lit space. Stencils painted on the wall provided vague directions and Chandra followed them along a narrow hallway until he reached another large space. On either side of the space were six doors. At the far end, another hallway led to what Chandra assumed was another set of cells. The rooms were consecutively numbered in descending order beginning with the number thirty. Across from it was room twenty-nine. Chandra looked over his shoulder into the corridor through which he’d just speed-walked and approached the astronaut’s room.
He knocked on the door and pressed his cheek against it. “Hey,” he called, trying not to speak too loudly, “it’s me. I’m the guy from the cafeteria. I’m here to help you.”
From behind the door he could hear shuffling and footsteps. The astronaut was coming to the door.
“I can’t let you in,” said Clayton.
“It’s okay,” said Chandra. “I’m here to help. My name is—”
“No, I can’t let you in because I can’t unlock the door,” said Clayton. “I’m a prisoner, remember?”
Chandra sighed. “Oh, I didn’t think about that.”
“You can’t open the door?”
Chandra tried the handle. He took out his keycard and swiped it across the magnetic pad on the wall. He held up his DiaWatch and touched it to the pad. Nothing worked.
“Sorry,” said Chandra. “I don’t have access.”
“Then how are you supposed to help me?”
Chandra looked around the space. There weren’t any cameras, at least none he could see, and there wasn’t any other noise, aside from the hiss of the cool air circulating through the ventilation system overhead. If there were other prisoners, they’d be banging on their doors by now.
“I think we’re alone,” said Chandra. “Have you seen any other prisoners?”
“Hostages, you mean?” Clayton corrected. “No. I think I’m the only one for now.”
Chandra considered Clayton’s terminology. It was more appropriate, and it applied to almost everyone in the bunker system whether they knew it or not.
“We’re all hostages,” said Chandra. “That’s my take. That’s why I want to help you out of here. I want to leave too.”
“I don’t understand,” said Clayton. “I’ve got a family. I need to get home. That’s why I want to leave. Why would you want out of here? You’ve got shelter, food, protec—”
“This place isn’t what it appears to be,” said Chandra. “This is some sort of government attempt at depopulation. They want to start over with a new society. They want the people on the surface to cannibalize each other and—”
“Cannibalize?”
“Figuratively,” said Chandra. “They want to control and eliminate as much of the outside world as they can. That’s just what I know. I’m sure there’s more that—”
Clayton banged on the door and Chandra jumped back, his heart racing.
“You have got to get me out of here!” said Clayton. “I have got to get home.”
Chandra took a step closer to the door and touched it with his fingertips. Clayton’s anxiety and frustration were palpable, as if he could feel it oozing through the door.
“I’ll get you out of here,” Chandra promised.
“If you can’t get me out of the room, how do you expect to get us both out of this underground labyrinth?”
“I’ll figure it out,” Chandra answered.
He ran his hands through his hair and scratched the crown of his head. He stepped away from the door and looked over his shoulder again. A feeling of dread was growing stronger, a sense that he was running out of time. He thought about the people he’d met. Who could help him? Not his boss. Treadgold would do everything he could to keep everyone underground and in the dark. He couldn’t trust Sally, not yet. Besides, her expertise was telemetry and guidance. She wouldn’t have access to anything that could help him inside the bunkers. Maybe once they were back on the surface she could help.
Van Cleaf? No. She was every bit a part of the scheme as was Treadgold. He didn’t know her anyhow. He only knew her name.
There was Henry Rector, the lab supervisor. He seemed too squirrelly to be any help, even if he was sympathetic to the cause.
Chandra muttered to himself, “Who else? Who else?”
“What?” asked Clayton. “I can’t hear what you’re saying.”
“Sorry,” said Chandra. “I’m just trying to figure out who might be willing to help me with the security system. I need—” Then it hit him.
Bert Martin!
Bert Martin was the Australian security system analyst. He’d seemed nice enough when they’d met outside the Jeppesen Terminal. He’d been as anxious as Chandra. It was true he didn’t know Bert much better than anyone else, but at least he had the necessary expertise.
“What?” asked Clayton. “You stopped talking.”
Chandra pressed his hands and cheek against the door. “I’ve got an idea,” he said excitedly. “I think I know someone who might be able to help us.”
“Who?”
“I don’t want to say it aloud,” said Chandra. “I’ll be back. I promise. I’m going to get us both out of here.” Chandra started to back away from the door.
“Hey!” said the astronaut. “What’s your name?”
“Vihaan Chandra. You can call me Vihaan.”
“I’m Clayton,” said the astronaut. “Clayton Shepard.”
“I know,” said Chandra. “You’re the spaceman.”
***
Clayton banged his fists on the door. “You’re the spaceman,” he whispered to himself. “ I’m the idiot who wasted time and risked my life trying to rescue two dead crewmates.”
He backed away from the door and crossed his room toward the desk. He clenched his fingers into tightly wound fists and then flexed them outward. He wanted to punch somebody.
The spaceman.
Clayton paced in the room. He was stuck here, and as much as he could blame others for his predicament, he knew deep down it was his own doing.
He should have evacuated the ISS the minute the power blinked. He’d repeatedly compromised his own life for the sake of two dead men, taking an ill-advised spacewalk that defied his training, carrying their bodies into the Soyuz, and then dragging them across a glacier. He’d unwittingly attracted wolves with their decaying corpses. Worse than all of that, however, was the time he’d wasted.
He’d spent hours aboard the ISS, awaiting the right pressurization before taking the walk and then hours more acclimating to the station once he’d returned. He’d taken hours more to traverse the icy descent from the frozen glacier field than necessary, dragging a makeshift travois with an injured leg susceptible to infection.
Every step along the way he’d taken actions that were contrary to what his mission should have been, should still be: getting home to Jackie, Marie, and Chris. Had he done what he was trained to do, what his instinct should have been, he might be home now. He certainly wouldn’t be a hostage stuck five or six stories underground. He’d have avoided the second coronal mass ejection, or at the least he would have crash-landed in Texas somewhere much closer to home.
For a brilliant man who loved his family, he hadn’t acted like either. He’d been selfish, off-task, and stupid.
He stopped pacing and sat on the edge of his bed. There was a growing ache over his right eye and along the right side of his head. Clayton squeezed his eyes closed and took a deep breath.
He pictured Jackie with the kids, all of them cursing his name for not having come home yet. He could see them in the house, eating by candlelight and sleeping together in the large California king bed in the master bedroom.
He could see Jackie giving the children chores to keep them occupied. Assuming there was no power, she’d have them cleaning the kitchen after meals and taking out the trash so it didn’t pile up in the house.
Marie and Chris would resist reading books, but Jackie would insist. With no Snapchat, Instagram, Kikk, or YouTube, they’d have no excuses. She’d probably start Marie on the dog-eared copy of Grapes of Wrath she kept by the bed. Animal Farm would be a good starter for Chris. He might not note the fascism subtext laced into the narrative, but he’d like the story. It was short enough to hold his attention. Both books would be remarkably appropriate given the real-world circumstances in which they found themselves.
Maybe they’d play board games, Monopoly and Life. Jackie was ruthless at both. She’d amass properties to the brink of bankruptcy before draining everyone else of their funds. Chris loved being the banker. Marie was always the Scottie dog.
“Who am I kidding?” he said aloud, the pain in his head throbbing. He swung his feet from the floor and lay down on the bed on his left side. He hoped the pain, pulsing with the stress of an elevated heartbeat, would lessen.
Who am I kidding? They don’t have time for games or classic literature. They’re busy surviving.
Given Jackie’s instincts, she’d probably taken in neighbors. She’d loaded her Glocks, barricaded the doors, and filled the bathtubs with water. She’d be fending off those who’d do them harm, not bargaining or explaining radial authoritarian nationalism.
Bile slid into his throat. He wasn’t sure if the nausea was from the sudden headache or the thought of his family fighting without him. He opened his eyes and stared at the wall opposite the bed. His DiaTab was perched on the edge of the desk. Clayton remembered what he’d said the first time he’d sat at the desk the day before. He’d asked himself an important question he hadn’t yet answered.
How do I engineer my way out of this?
He focused on the DiaTab. There were answers in that machine. He knew it.
There wasn’t anything he could do about what was already done. There was no point in dwelling on it. He needed to look forward, do what needed to be done to get out, and yet again find a way home.
Fighting the jolt of pain in his eye and head, he got up and crossed the room to fetch the tablet. He palmed the device and carried it back to his bed. The DiaTab was meant to be an all-in-one communicator, data-finder, and tracker. It had restrictions built into its software that would prevent the average user from manipulating its functions in a way those in command didn’t want it to function. There had to be a back door into the device that might give him a better idea of where he was and how he could get out.
Clayton was no hacker, but he was an engineer with a love for all things technology. He’d bought the first-generation iPhone on June 29, 2007. When it died, he took it apart and studied its guts. He’d been among the first with a Google Pixel. He’d purchased two of them, one to use and one with which to experiment. He’d experimented with TOR and had built a PC from scratch that ran both Microsoft and Apple operating systems. Some guys played softball or ran marathons, others hunted and collected guns. He was a tech nerd and knew enough to be dangerous. Although he’d tried to get Chris interested, it hadn’t taken.
He thumbed awake the DiaTab’s screen and tapped his way through a series of applications until he found an icon labeled MANAGE. He tapped the MANAGE icon and nothing happened. He held the icon for several seconds. Nothing.
He held the icon and the DiaTab’s home button at the same time and the haptic response vibrated against his finger. The screen was replaced with a display that resembled a telephone keypad. Underneath the keypad were the words ENTER AUTHORIZATION.
Clayton’s initial excitement at having accessed the MANAGE application was ebbed by the need for a passcode. He had no way of knowing how many numbers or letters were required. It could be four, six, or more. Still, he gave it a shot.
I-L-L-U-M-I-N-A-T-I. Enter.
The keypad flashed red.
“Worth a try,” Clayton mused.
Instead of wasting his time deciphering the impossible combination, he tried something else. He remembered the iPhone had a glitch in an early version of its ninth-generation operating system. There was a combination of tasks that would bypass the locked passcode.
By asking Siri, the phone’s digital assistant, the time, it would generate a clock on the screen. A user could then tap the clock, a plus sign, and then enter gibberish into a search bar to ultimately bypass the lock and gain access to the home screen of the phone.
Given this device was relatively new and probably functioned with a variety of bugs, there had to be a backdoor into the MANAGE application. For close to an hour he manipulated the device in countless ways until finally a combination of taps and holds and verbal commands overloaded the software.
At first he thought he’d ruined the device. The screen went black for nearly a minute. When it awakened, it displayed a screen Clayton hadn’t seen before. There was a grid of new applications, all of them under the heading MANAGE.
His headache having subsided, Clayton scrolled through the options. Each of them had toggle switches that would allow the user to turn the various functions on or off. All of his were in the on position except for one. Those activated included Li-Fi connectivity, GPS/GLONASS, Voice-Activated Auto-Record, Data Transmission Interval, and DiaWatch connect. The only option turned off was one labeled KeyCard.
He hovered his thumb over the screen, deciding which one to tap first, considering the benefits and pitfalls of each application. If he turned off the tracker or the Li-Fi connectivity, they’d suspect he’d tampered with the device. The DiaWatch connect was a convenience. He wouldn’t change any of those applications.
He did tap the VAAR and DTI toggles, turning them off. They wouldn’t miss recorded and transmitted conversations from a man who was supposed to be in a solitary environment. He could only hope his device hadn’t already transmitted his conversation with Chandra. If it had, there was consolation in the thought that whoever monitored the transmissions couldn’t filter through every conversation happening within the bunker compound.
That left the KeyCard toggle. Clayton’s eyes drifted from the screen to the magnetic pad adjacent to the room’s entry door. He tapped the toggle, turning it on, and walked over to the door. He swiped the device across the pad and a metallic click accompanied a green light.
The door was unlocked.
Clayton reached for the handle but stopped short. If he opened the door, alarms might sound. They’d know what he’d done, that he’d figured out the device and could roam undetected through the maze of hallways and rooms until he figured a way out.
The likelihood of escaping alone, though, was zilch. He’d need help. He’d need Chandra. It was better to wait and be smart than rush and be foolish. Now wasn’t the time to open the door, but simply knowing he could was satisfaction enough. He waited until the door clicked again and the light at the pad turned red, turned back to the desk, and set down the DiaTab. He’d give Chandra a chance to help him.
 



CHAPTER 10
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 9:34 AM CST
JOHNSON SPACE CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS
“Remind me why we’re doing this?” Jackie panted. She and Nikki were on their third lap around a loop composed of three intersecting roads on the JSC property. Nikki was a few beats ahead of Jackie as they turned left onto Avenue B from Fifth Street. She slowed to answer her new friend.
“Just because the world went to pot doesn’t mean we have to do the same,” she said. “I’m thinking zombies are coming any minute now. We’d best be able to run.”
Jackie laughed. “Right,” she huffed. “Zombies.”
The former mixed martial artist’s strides appeared effortless. It was almost as if Nikki floated from step to step.
“Seriously,” Jackie called, “can you slow it down a bit? I’m not as young as you are.”
Nikki slowed, but not because of Jackie’s breathless request. Up ahead of them, stepping into the women’s path, were two men. They stood in the road with their arms folded across their chests.
Jackie caught up with Nikki. “Can I help you?” she asked, bending over to catch her breath.
Both of them looked at Jackie. “We need you to follow us,” said one of them.
Jackie gulped a breath of air and motioned toward Nikki. “Can she come with me?”
The men looked at each other and shrugged. “That’s fine.”
“What is this about?” Jackie asked. “Is it something urgent? Something about my husband?”
She realized as she followed them that they were the same two men who’d visited her home with Irma Molinares.
“We’re going to the Communications and Tracking Division,” said one of them. “You’ll want to see it for yourself.”
The men walked briskly, not waiting for either woman, even though Nikki kept pace. When they neared the entrance to building forty-four, Jackie sped up. One of the men was holding the door for them; the other was inside awaiting them. Jackie stepped across the threshold into the dark space. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust.
“Follow us,” said the man who’d held the door. He was the taller of the two. It struck Jackie as they wove their way through the first floor that neither man had ever introduced himself.
“What are your names?” Jackie asked. “You know mine. You know Nikki here.”
“I’m Bowman,” said the man leading them to wherever it was they were headed.
The other man called from behind the group, “I’m Perry.”
“So Bowman and Perry,” Nikki asked, “what’s with the cloak-and-dagger stuff? Why not just tell us what the deal is?”
“No cloak-and-dagger,” Perry said, opening the door to a large room that looked like a mini version of master control. “We’d just rather not have to explain things more than once.”
“Or out in the open,” said Bowman, shutting the door behind them. “You never know who’s listening.”
Jackie and Nikki exchanged glances. Irma Molinares was standing at the far end of the space. She smiled at the women and moved toward them. The men offered Jackie and Nikki seats in front of a desk equipped with four large computer monitors. Each of the screens displayed different information. It was gibberish to Jackie.
Bowman sat on the edge of the desk nearest Nikki. He spoke softly, as if he were a third-grade teacher explaining quantum mechanics to a toddler.
“These screens display for us critical systems information about any given mission,” he said. “Typically, of course, the information isn’t something we share with anyone outside of the group of people who need to know.”
“Understood,” said Jackie.
“I am aware that Molinares told you we know the Soyuz hatch was opened and that we have some satellite imagery that tells us he left the Soyuz. We know it was him because of an intercepted radio communication in which he used his amateur radio license callsign.”
“Yes?” said Jackie.
“Typically, we’d be able to communicate with our Russian partners,” Bowman continued. “They’re the only ones who can see the descent module after separation. Most of the telemetry ceases because much of the instrumentation is jettisoned. But they have these Luch relay satellites that—”
“She doesn’t care about that,” Irma interrupted. “Stick to the basics.”
“Okay,” said Bowman. “The basics…”
Perry stepped toward the desk. “Once the parachute deploys, the module starts checking in with GPS and GLONASS satellites. That’s the only telemetry data it sends and it goes to the Russians.”
Nikki raised her hand. “What’s GLONASS?”
“It’s the Russian version of GPS,” said Bowman. “It stands for Globalnaya Navigatsionnaya Sputnikoyava Sistema.”
“You don’t have access to it?”
The men looked at each other. “Not technically,” said Bowman. “That data gets transferred to an international satellite system for search and rescue. It’s called COSPAS-SARSAT. That way the Russians can find their capsule even if they lose it on the way down.”
“The crew has a GPS receiver and a satellite phone in their survival kit,” Perry said. “It’s been in there since 2003. There was a ballistic entry and—”
“The basics,” Irma reminded them.
“The bottom line is,” said Bowman, “the Russians would be more likely to know where he is than us. All of that, however, depends on the satellites’ functionality. And since the CMEs hit, the satellites aren’t what they were.”
“We can neither confirm nor deny,” Perry said with the hint of a smirk, “that we have ways to circumvent the Russians’ exclusivity.”
“While most of the satellites have failed because of the repeated blasts of electromagnetic energy,” said Bowman, “a satellite called SBIRS miraculously survived.”
“What’s SBIRS?” asked Jackie.
“SBIRS is a space-based infrared satellite system. It is intended as an early missile warning system that—”
“Like Star Wars?” Jackie cut in. “President Reagan’s big idea forty years ago?”
Bowman smiled. “Yes, exactly. The satellite has nuclear-hardened components. It’s always on, and it’s easily maneuverable.”
“So what have you seen with this SBIRS?” asked Jackie. “I have to assume this setup is leading somewhere?”
“Yes,” said Perry. “Typically our military runs the system. They have an asset here who works with us. We put that asset to good use when we first detected the Soyuz had separated from the ISS.”
“The infrared system is incredibly helpful,” said Bowman. “That’s how we spotted the Soyuz landing site in the Columbia Icefield in Canada.”
“In conjunction with some other specialized technology, it helped us learn that your husband moved from the landing site to a visitors’ center at the edge of a large glacier,” added Perry. “We also know he left that area in a vehicle. Heat signatures revealed that, somehow, the person he connected with on his ham radio found him and picked him up.”
“Heat signatures?”
“Typically, we wouldn’t be able to see it. But because there is no traffic on the roads, we were able to detect trace increases in ambient temperature. As we said, the infrared system is incredibly helpful.”
“So you know where he is?”
“We think we do,” said Bowman. “Your husband is remarkably resourceful. I mean, remarkably. It’s amazing.”
Jackie rubbed her sweaty hands together and clasped them in her lap. “Where is he?”
Both men answered together. “Denver, Colorado.”
“Denver? How? Why?”
“He managed to secure a working aircraft,” said Bowman.
“He found a plane and flew to Denver?”
“Yes,” said Perry. “We believe the second CME damaged the plane mid-flight.”
Jackie suddenly felt heavy. Her arms, her legs, her head—all were hit with the weight of what she worried Perry was about to say. She sank back in the chair, only half aware of the words flowing from the men detailing what they thought had happened to her husband. Nikki grabbed her hands, squeezing them for support.
…survived a crash…could be injured…disappeared…no evidence of a body…
“Mrs. Shepard?” asked Bowman. “Mrs. Shepard, are you all right?”
Irma Molinares put her hand on Jackie’s shoulder. “Jackie?”
Unable to respond, it was as if reality was slapping Jackie with increasingly powerful waves. Despite having prayed for information, for a sign that Clayton was coming back to them, she now wished she knew nothing. It was better to imagine her husband finding his way home. Having proof that he was on his way and struggling was worse than ignorance.
Several months before he’d lifted off on his doomed mission, she’d been at a local HEB grocery store. She was waiting for a batch of freshly made guacamole and was scanning Marie’s Snapchat story on her iPhone when an alert flashed on her phone. It was from a local news station promoting its early afternoon newscast.
Remembering Columbia and its crew sixteen years later. The exclusive story tonight at five.
“Sixteen years?” she’d said aloud. “How can it be that long?”
They weren’t in the astronaut corps in 2003. Clayton hadn’t even thought about it. They were pregnant with Marie and had only just purchased their first house. But she remembered that day as if she’d been in Mission Control.
It was a Saturday. The weather was beautiful. The seven crew members had all but completed their eighteen-day mission. They were sixteen minutes from landing at Kennedy Space Center. They’d crossed the California-Nevada state line at twenty-two times the speed of sound, but sensor readings were already indicating issues. Mission Control called the shuttle to report anomalous tire-pressure readings. The commander, Rick Husband, responded. His transmission was garbled. MCC asked him to repeat.
“Roger,” said Husband. “Uh, bu—”
That was the last communication before the shuttle burned up in the blue skies over Texas and Louisiana. Camcorders caught the fiery disintegration and it was aired on television. It was a nightmare. Husband, William McCool, Michael Anderson, Kalpana Chawla, David Brown, Laurel Clark, and Israeli astronaut Ilan Ramon all died. They were among the twenty-two men and women who lost their lives either training for or executing a space mission.
While Jackie stood waiting for her guacamole, she recalled how she’d felt that day, how she’d imagined the shock, pain, and denial of the family members awaiting their loved ones’ safe return from orbit. The cook handed her the plastic tub of deliciously mixed avocado, onions, tomatoes, cilantro, jalapeno peppers, limes, salt, and black pepper. She blankly thanked him and smacked the sour taste growing in her mouth. She’d never transposed that sense of loss onto herself. Until that moment, standing in the grocery store, she’d not considered the emotional burden of sending her husband into space. Even if he made it into orbit safely strapped inside a tube laced with explosives, and he survived months orbiting around the planet in an inhospitable vacuum, there was no guarantee he’d land on Earth intact.
The acidic ache in her gut she’d felt that day in the grocery store returned as she sat in the JSC’s building forty-four. Her husband had survived a fall from space but might not have survived an airplane crash.
Nikki snapped her fingers in front of Jackie’s face. “Jackie!”
The astronaut’s wife snapped from her trance and sat forward in her chair. There was no use dwelling on what might have happened to her husband. She could wallow in self-pity, or she could control what was within her power.
She forced a smile. “I’m fine,” she said. “Clayton is fine. Like you said, there was no body at the crash site. So he had to walk away, right?”
Perry, Irma, and Bowman exchanged glances before looking down at their feet. None of them wanted to say what they were thinking collectively.
“What?” said Nikki. “Tell us what you’re not telling us. We’ve spent the last ten minutes listening to irrelevant crap like GLONASS and SIBRS. The least—”
“It’s SBIRS,” Perry corrected.
“What?” snapped Nikki. She’d adopted a fighting stance. Her arms were flexed, her hands tightened into fists. She stood with one foot behind the other as if to prep for a nasty axe kick with her rear leg.
Bowman, perhaps sensing her aggression, responded for Perry. “He was saying it’s SBIRS. The satellite. It’s not SIBRS. That’s all.”
“Whatever it is doesn’t matter to me. You guys are more than happy to geek out on us with your Battlestar Galactica nonsense, but when it comes to telling Jackie something she really needs to know, you’re hesitant.”
“We don’t think he walked away,” Bowman volunteered. “We didn’t say that.”
“Then what did he do?” asked Jackie.
“There’s some additional data we’ve been tracking,” said Perry. “It fits with why there’s no sign of your husband at the crash site.”
Nikki threw up her hands. “Sheesh! No wonder people think you faked the moon landing. You hem and haw and—”
Jackie reached out and put her hand on Nikki’s side. “It’s okay,” she said softly. “I appreciate your advocacy. But let them talk. They’ll get around to telling me whatever it is they can’t seem to articulate. Right?”
Nikki’s shoulders dropped; the tension in her muscles relaxed. She nodded at Jackie and glared at the others.
“We believe there is a government bunker not far from where your husband landed—”
“Crashed,” corrected Jackie.
“Crashed,” Bowman acknowledged. “We know from satellite data we’ve collected over the years that there are emergency bunkers at various spots around the country.”
“Other countries have them too,” added Perry. “They started with the Cold War.”
“One of them is in Denver,” Bowman said, “under the airport.”
Jackie looked to Irma for confirmation.
“Yes,” said Irma. “Underground.”
“If that’s the case,” said Jackie, “then why can’t you communicate with them? They’re a government facility; you’re a government facility. You should be able to check with them and find out where my husband is.”
“We wish it were that simple,” said Irma. “The problem is that bunker isn’t supposed to exist.”
“They left us out of the loop,” said Bowman. “That is to say, we don’t have a way to get in touch with them. They’ve closed themselves off, as have other bunkers in West Virginia, Virginia, Pennsylvania, and California.”
“Wait,” Nikki interrupted. “This makes absolutely no sense.”
Perry folded his arms across his chest. “What doesn’t make sense?”
“This whole grand conspiracy thing,” said Nikki. “That stuff is all make-believe. I was an MMA fighter. I know make-believe when I see it.”
“But you just said you understand why people think we faked the moon landing,” said Perry. “I mean—”
Nikki rolled her eyes. “Really? That was hyperbole.”
Jackie stood. She walked from the group to the corner. She drew her hands to her face, covering her mouth and nose.
“So,” she said, her voice muffled behind her hands, “you call me in here to tell me my husband is alive but missing and that he’s probably stuck underground in a secret bunker shut off from the outside world?”
“We thought you should know,” said Bowman. “We know it’s not much.”
“But it’s something,” Irma piped up.
Jackie paced in the corner, her hands on top of her head as she walked. “It’s something,” she said. “You’re right about that.”
Nikki planted her hands on her hips. “What’s the bunker for? Who’s in the bunker?”
“We don’t know exactly,” said Perry. “We’re not cleared at that level.”
Bowman nodded. “We’re guessing if you know the answers to those questions, you’re probably in the bunker.”
“Still doesn’t make sense,” said Nikki. “Our government’s been gridlocked for years and you’re telling me they’re smart enough to populate some vast network of secret bunkers with the rich and powerful?”
“That’s what we’re saying,” said Irma. “We think most of the people at headquarters in DC are hiding in one. Nobody here or at KSC can get ahold of anyone there. What’s left of our secure communication is getting no response.”
Jackie walked back to the group. She ignored the pit in her stomach, the overwhelming sense of dread that threatened to suffocate her. “All right,” she said, drawing the attention of the others in the room. “This confirms three things for me.”
“What?” asked Nikki.
“First of all,” she said, “it tells me that no help is coming and things are only going to get worse. If those in power are hiding underground, they know more than we do.”
Nikki agreed. “What’s the second thing?”
“Maybe I’m delusional,” she said. “I just can’t accept that I’ll never see my husband again. But when you told me he’s being held underground in a place his family can’t go, it makes me believe he’s more determined than ever to find his way back to us. That’s how I’d react. If I had a breath left in my lungs, I’d be fighting against someone keeping me from my family and doing everything I could to outsmart them. I don’t know how he’ll do it, but I honestly believe in my heart he’ll come back.”
Perry raised his finger. “Statistically—”
Nikki stepped toward Perry. “Statistically you should be quiet. You guys have said enough.”
“What’s the third thing?” Bowman asked.
“The third thing is that I know we can’t stay here. Not forever. This powerless, messed-up world is our new normal. We’ve got to adjust. Staying here doesn’t allow us to adjust.”
Irma shook her head. “Don’t be so rash, Jackie. It’s safe here. You said it yourself. It’s going to get worse out there.”
“I’m not being rash,” said Jackie. “I’m being realistic.”
 



CHAPTER 11
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 10:20 AM CST
COUPLAND, TEXAS
The bodies were gone when Rick and Kenny snuck back onto Gus’s property. There was a dark, irregular stain on the dirt outside the main house. Another larger blotch colored the ground between the greenhouse and the front porch.
Rick tried to distract his son, but Kenny saw both drying pools of blood. He knelt down at the one by the house, reaching toward it with his trembling fingers.
He looked up at Rick, his eyes swollen with tears. His voice cracked. “This was Mom,” he said. “This is where she…died?”
Rick squatted beside his son, placing his hand on the boy’s back. In so many ways Kenny had matured. But as the fourteen-year-old mourned his mother, Rick saw the child in him. A boy always needed his mother.
“C’mon,” Rick said. “We need to get to where they took everybody. We need to rescue them.”
“Why don’t we just leave, Dad?” he asked. “Why don’t we go back to Houston? We could go to Mom’s house and stay there. We’d be safe there.”
Rick sighed and helped his son to his feet. “You’re right. We could do that. We could run. But I’ve done a lot of running, son. You know that. You know I’ve made bad, selfish choices.”
“You have,” Kenny said, “but you’re all I have now. It’s just us. We can’t go save people we barely know. It’s stupid. I can’t lose you too.”
Rick winced at Kenny’s words, his son’s acknowledgment of his shortcomings. He couldn’t blame him for owning his feelings and, surprisingly, the boy hadn’t yet blamed Rick for his mother’s violent death.
“You’re not going to lose me,” said Rick. “I’ll tell you what. After we save Mr. Mumphrey, Candace, and the Bucks, we’ll stick to ourselves. We’ll pick a spot and stay put. We’ll ride this thing out together. You and me.”
Kenny wiped his nose with his shirt sleeve, dragging a web of snot. Rick pulled his own sleeve over his palm and wiped his son’s face. Kenny looked down at the dark stain and sucked in a ragged breath.
“All right,” he said. “We go save them and then we come back here, Dad. That way we’re close to Mom too.”
Rick wasn’t sure coming back here was the right idea. Then again, there weren’t too many good ideas to which Rick had ever attached himself. His life was a series of questionable choices. Why not make another one for the sake of his son’s cooperation and sanity?
“All right,” he said. “Deal. Now let’s get out of here.”
They crossed to the yard toward the greenhouse. Rick had parked his Jeep at the front of the property. As he approached it, his heart sank.
“Motherfu—” he said through clenched teeth.
“What?” Kenny asked. “What’s wrong?”
Both the front and back tires on the passenger’s side were flat. Rick jogged to the side of the Jeep, hoping his eyes were playing tricks on him. They weren’t.
Both of them were ripped from gunfire. The Jeep was useless.
“Can’t you change the tires?” asked Kenny.
“I’ve only got one spare,” said Rick. “I could fix one but not both.”
“What do we do?”
Rick motioned toward the back of the property. “We go find out what Gus was keeping in the garage. He said he had plenty of transportation in there. Let’s hope it’s true.”
Rick led Kenny to the garage and they hoisted the large bay door, revealing a pair of older model cars, an aged pickup truck, and a pair of ATVs in the deep, climate-controlled space. They were hit with a strong chemical odor.
Kenny scrunched his nose. “It smells like gasoline in here.”
Rick knelt on the floor. Underneath two of the cars were pools of evaporating gasoline. He stood up and walked over to the sides of the vehicles, which were parked in tandem. Both of them were decorated with several bullet holes. He looked over his shoulder at the exterior wall of the garage and saw a half-dozen tight circles of light where the rounds had penetrated the building.
“Yeah,” he said. “These two are no good. Guess that leaves us with the pickup and the ATVs.”
“I can drive an ATV,” said Kenny. “Let’s take those.”
Rick shook his head. “Assuming we rescue all four people, we need space for them. The ATVs wouldn’t hold more than two riders each.”
Kenny frowned. He walked over to the smaller of the two ATVs and gripped one side of the handlebars.
Rick moved across the garage to the pickup truck. It was a sun-faded gray with hints of rust along its wheel wells and the edges of the tailgate. The bed was covered in a thick black plastic liner. Lying on the liner was a pair of long four-by-twelve pieces of wood. He looked back over his shoulder at Kenny playing with the ATV.
“Hey,” he said, “I have an idea. Let’s take both.”
Kenny’s eyes widened with excitement.
It couldn’t hurt to have two travel options if one failed, Rick figured. He still had no real idea how they’d approach the FEMA camp.
After checking to make sure the old truck would start, he pulled open the tailgate, and he and Kenny dragged the ends of the boards to the ground, creating a ramp for the ATV. They crossed the garage to the four-wheeler.
Rick checked the printed starting instructions on the vehicle’s fuel tank, which was positioned between the front seat and the handlebars. He hopped into the driver’s seat, bouncing on the responsive shocks, and turned the key to start the machine.
“We need to make sure it works,” he said to Kenny and pushed the start button.
The engine cranked and revved. The ATV purred, ready to go. Rick gave his son a thumbs-up, waved at him to back up, and accelerated toward the back of the pickup. He stopped at the edge of the wood planks and turned off the ATV, hopped off the vehicle, and adjusted the steering wheel.
Five strenuous minutes later, they’d managed to get the ATV into the bed of the truck. Rick picked up the boards and slid them next to the four-wheeler.
Kenny searched the garage and found a bag full of bungee cords, which they used to strap down the ATV. They climbed into the cab of the truck.
“This truck is old,” Kenny remarked. “There’s no seatbelt.”
“Yeah,” said Rick. “It’s a manual. And it stinks too, doesn’t it?”
The truck smelled like mothballs and dust, as if someone had stored his grandmother’s clothes in the cab.
“It is what it is, son,” he said. “Let’s work with what we’ve got.”
“Are you taking a gun?” asked Kenny.
Rick released the emergency brake, pressed the clutch, and shifted the truck into reverse. He extended his right arm on the back of the seat behind Kenny’s head and looked out the rear window. He pressed the gas and accelerated from the garage and onto the driveway.
“No,” he said. “The less reason we give anyone to use their weapons, the better.”
Rick shifted into first gear and drove away from the property. He looked over at Kenny leaning on the door with his elbow. The boy was staring out the window at the passing landscape.
They drove the mileage between Gus’s ranch and the FEMA camp, the T. Don Hutto Residential Center. It took twice as long as it had when Rick had gone the night before. He was driving slowly, cautiously. When he guessed they were a quarter mile from the entrance, he slipped the truck into neutral and drifted to a stop off the edge of the road at a cluster of yaupon. They were across the street from a church and the Taylor Police Department. It was as good a spot as any.
He shut off the ignition and took the keys. “Let’s go.”
The two climbed from the truck, locked the doors, and Rick took the keys from the ATV. He pulled open the tailgate. He drew the wood planks to the ground, positioning the tops of them underneath the ATV’s tires and then climbed into the bed. He hopped onto the four-wheeler and started it. He carefully backed the vehicle down the boards and to the ground. He shifted into a low gear and told his son to hop on the back.
“We may need this thing more than I thought,” he commented.
With Kenny’s arms around his waist, he drove a couple of blocks to West MLK Junior Boulevard and made a wide left turn. The fifty-horsepower engine roared and echoed across the empty street, reverberating against the single-story buildings that lined either side of the narrow two-lane street.
The noise was too much of a risk. Rick took his hand off the accelerator, braked to a stop, and turned off the ignition.
Kenny let go of his father’s waist. “Why’d you stop?”
“Too noisy,” Rick said. “C’mon, help me push this thing off the road.”
Kenny climbed off the machine and helped his dad guide the ATV into the dirt lot of an old cotton processing place called the Williamson County Gin. The gin was a collection of tin-roofed buildings that looked like something straight out of the early twentieth century.
“What’s a gin?” asked Kenny. “Is it like vodka? Do they make alcohol here?”
Rick grinned. “Not this kind of gin,” he said, stuffing the keys into his pocket. “This is a place where they took cotton and separated the fiber from the seeds. Before the gin they had to do it by hand.”
“Oh,” said Kenny, sounding disappointed.
Rick motioned for his son to follow up along the edge of the street as they worked their way west toward the prison camp. If he had his bearings straight, they’d take the street until it ended; then they’d have a choice to cut north and west along the streets or venture into the grassy fields that surrounded the camp and its high fencing. Kenny jogged to keep up with his father’s quick pace and longer legs.
Rick looked over at Kenny. The boy was the spitting image of his mother: deep, penetrating eyes, thick hair with a hint of a wave, and a dimple-framed smile. It was surreal to him that Karen was dead. He couldn’t grasp the emptiness her sudden, shocking death would carve in their son. He slowed a beat and nudged Kenny’s shoulder with his.
“Remind me to tell you about Eli Whitney when we have more time,” he said. “He changed the world.”
“Eli who?”
“Whitney,” said Rick. “He invented the cotton gin.”
Kenny looked up at his dad. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll ask you when we’re not trying to break into a prison camp to rescue four strangers.”
He also had his mother’s sarcastic wit.
Rick patted his son on the back and they neared the end of the street. Low-hanging power and telephone lines drooped from house to house on either side. Both were useless. The houses were modest, but the yards were, for the most part, manicured. The driveways featured older cars and trucks. Some of the houses were surrounded by waist-high chain-link fences. It looked like a normal small-town Texas neighborhood. But when Rick paid closer attention, he noticed that wasn’t exactly the case.
Trash cans at the curb were mostly on their sides, refuse spilling into the street. It appeared as though animals, or humans, had rifled through the cans. Most of the cars in the driveways had shattered windows. Some of them had their trunks open.
The homes’ windows in most cases were open or broken. There was clothing strewn across several yards. The sweet and sour scent of rotting food filled the air. As they approached the last house, Kenny stopped and looked over his shoulder.
“What is it?” Rick asked.
“It’s the middle of the day,” Kenny said. “We’re in a neighborhood. I haven’t seen anybody. No parents, no kids, no dogs or cats. It’s like a ghost town.”
Rick didn’t know what to say. His son was right. It was like a ghost town. They stood at the edge of the street and looked back from where they’d come. Rick imagined he was looking at the past and the future all at once. He swung back toward the open field at the end of the street. Two hundred yards in the distance the complex rose.
“Which way?” Rick asked his son. “Should we try to approach it from the field or the street?”
Kenny shrugged and squeezed his brow. “Why are you asking me?”
Rick put his hands on his hips and looked north on the road marked Doak Street. His eyes scanned west across the field. There was nothing but fencing and buildings. It was a wide-open grassy field with no protection. If they took that route, they’d definitely get caught. He was squinting, his hand over his eyes to block the late morning sun, and searching the fence line for some sort of effective approach when Kenny tugged at his shirt.
“Dad,” he said, his voice hushed. “Look! What are they doing?”
Kenny was pointing southwest to a spot fifty yards south of the fence. Right along the edge of a thicket of tall trees, there was a group of men digging with shovels. The men weren’t in uniforms.
“I’m not sure,” Rick said. “But those aren’t soldiers.”
Rick waved Kenny to follow him, and instead of running through the field or marching north on Doak, they jogged south. Rick clung to the edge of the street, his eyes constantly moving to watch for anyone who might spot them. They made their way a quarter of a mile south to the end of Doak Street before turning west. They were past the tree line and moving along Rio Grande Street. There were no houses and the grass grew taller, and there was more vegetation behind which to hide. They inched their way closer to the tree line and found a dry creek bed that snaked its way through the trees and toward the south edge of the complex.
They slowed along the creek bed and walked. Rick was winded and sensed Kenny was in worse shape. He was on the verge of wheezing from the dry, cold air they’d been forcing in and out of their lungs.
Rick whispered, “You okay? Can you keep going?”
Kenny rolled his eyes. “I’m fine, Dad. Don’t worry about me.”
Rick patted his son on the back and pressed forward. He led his son down a shallow embankment, crossed the dry bed, and then climbed a steeper incline to the other side. No sooner had they reached the north side of the bed than they could hear the men digging and talking. Rick held his finger up to his lips and motioned for Kenny to get down. Both of them squatted behind a thick oak.
“How many is this today?” asked a heavyset bald man that reminded Rick of a prototypical carnival strong man. The man was wearing a white tank top and dark sweatpants. He was leaning on his shovel.
“Four,” said a taller man wearing a baseball cap, who was thinner and less muscular. “Or five.”
A third man with a shock of jet-black hair and a matching lumberjack beard climbed out of a hole and tossed his shovel onto the ground. He grunted and then took a swig of water from a large plastic jug. Rick looked at the ground. He could see at least five large holes that sank shoulder deep into the earth.
“That’s not as many as yesterday,” he said. “I think yesterday was eight.”
“How’s it happen?” asked the tall man.
“Who knows?” said the strong man. “I don’t ask questions. I just do what they tell me.”
“Smart,” said the lumberjack. “I’ve seen them take people into rooms and those folks don’t come back.”
“They just pull ’em from the yard?” asked the tall man.
“That’s what I heard. I also heard some are from the raids, the people who don’t want to surrender.”
The tall man wiped his brow with his arm. “I heard a lot these are people fighting for rations. You know they’re not giving people enough.”
The strong man picked up his shovel. “I’m telling you,” he said, “you mind your business. Keep quiet. Do your job. You’ll survive.”
Kenny pressed his cheek to the back of Rick’s head behind his ear. “What are they digging?” he whispered. “What are they talking about?”
Rick put his finger to his lips. Now wasn’t the time for a conversation, however hushed. If his son hadn’t picked up on the fact the men were digging graves, there was no point in telling him. Not yet.
The men kept digging until an army green truck rambled from the fence, through a gate, and rolled to within a few feet of their work. Uniformed soldiers climbed from both sides of the cab. Neither of them acknowledged the men. They disappeared behind the truck. Minutes later they emerged with four more soldiers and a rectangular pine box.
Rick felt Kenny’s hand grip his shoulder and squeeze. His son had figured it out. This was a graveyard. These men were undertakers.
“Hey,” barked one of the soldiers, “all of these holes ready? They all dug to specs?”
The strong man nodded. “Yes sir,” he said. “All of them.”
“We’ve got two to drop,” said the soldier. “I need all of you in a hole so we can ease them into place.”
The men obliged without saying anything. One by one, the trio climbed into a hole. The soldiers eased to the side of the hole and then tipped the coffin at a forty-five-degree angle. They grunted and argued, and it took some effort, but they managed to get the box into the hole.
The soldiers marched to the back of the truck and appeared with a second, smaller box. They didn’t struggle as much to lower it into the same grave as the one before it.
The soldier who’d done all of the talking bent over at his waist and put his hands on his knees. He extended his neck to look down into the hole. He crinkled his nose. “We could get two more in there, I guess,” he said and stood up straight. “We’ll be back in a couple hours. Keep digging until then.”
The strong man climbed from the hole and wiped a dirt stain onto the belly of his white shirt. He helped the other men back to the surface before walking to the truck. “You want us to fill the holes, sir?” he asked the soldier. “You know, like a proper grave?”
The soldier opened the truck door and stood on the tread, hoisting his arm onto the roof of the cab. He surveyed the holes, counting them with his finger. “Nah. We won’t fill them until later in the week. People seem to be dropping like flies in there. Somebody got sick. It’s spreading fast. The elderly can’t take it. They’re dying of dehydration by the hour. We’ll need to fill those holes to the brim before we cover them back up. Too much work otherwise.”
The soldier ducked into the cab, slammed the door, and backed away. The truck spun in the dirt as he shifted into drive and sped back to the compound. The three men stood still, leaning on their pitched shovels until the tall one said what Rick figured the others were thinking.
“Disease?” the man asked. His head was cocked to one side and his eyes were nearly squeezed shut. His question had the tone of disbelief. “You buy that?”
The lumberjack shrugged. “Could be,” he said. “We’re all crammed in there like sardines. Somebody gets sick, everybody else is exposed.”
“Yeah,” said the tall man, “I guess. But I don’t know about—”
“Best stop asking questions,” said the strong man. “Just dig the holes like they tell us, and get your rations when we go in at night. Sleep, go back to work, and dig.”
The other two grimaced, grabbed their shovels, and started digging.
Rick motioned to Kenny and backed away from the men. They walked back to the dry creek bed and lay down along the steep embankment.
“I got an idea,” Rick said, keeping his voice barely above a whisper. “We head back around to the front of the complex and surrender. We let them put us in the camp.”
The color leached from Kenny’s face. He opened his mouth, his eyes filled with fear, his pupils shrank to pinpricks.
Rick put his hand on his son’s, reassuring him he knew what he was doing. “It’s okay,” he said. “They’re not going to hurt us. We’ll surrender with our hands up. Worse comes to worst, they rough me up a little looking for a weapon. They won’t find one.”
Kenny stammered, “Th-th-then what?”
“Then we find our friends,” said Rick, “and we get them out.”
 



CHAPTER 12
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 16 HOURS, 13 MINUTES, 17 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton stared at the man in his cell. He was trying not to blink. It was out of principle. He wanted to show the man he wasn’t intimidated.
“So you had a visitor,” said Sergeant Vega, repeating himself. It was a statement of fact, not a question. He and Perkins had been in the cell for five minutes. Clayton hadn’t said a word.
Although Clayton’s eyes stung, he held his focus. He sat on the edge of his bed and gripped the corner of the mattress.
Vega glanced over at Perkins and rolled forward in the desk chair, closer to the bed. He narrowed his gaze. “Look, Perkins can do his thing if you want. We can head back to a place less comfortable than your suite and do this the hard way.”
Clayton blinked. “The hard way? Really? That’s laughable. You sound like an actor in a low budget Netflix movie.”
Perkins was leaning against the wall next to the desk. He sighed and stood up straight. “We know Dr. Vihaan Chandra came to your room,” he said. “We know he spoke with you through the door. We have digital recordings of the conversation.”
“And we know he wants to leave,” said Vega. “We also suspect you’d like out of here as well. So we put two and two together. You two are planning something. What is it?”
Clayton scooted back on his bed and leaned against the wall, pulled his knees up to his chest, and considered his lack of options. It wasn’t worth playing the game anymore. It also wasn’t worth being entirely forthright.
“Yes,” said Clayton, “he came here. You heard the conversation, so you know I don’t want to be here. I’ve asked to leave; you’ve refused. You’re treating me like I’m a criminal. Of course I want out of here. How is any of this a surprise?”
Vega leaned back in his chair and glanced over at Perkins. Both men crossed their arms, as if it were part of the drill. The sergeant looked back at Clayton. “It’s not a surprise,” said Vega. “But we need to impress upon you how critical it is for all of us that you not try anything, that you don’t collude with Dr. Chandra to attempt an unauthorized egress from the facility.”
Clayton smirked. “Unauthorized egress? You sound like my stockbroker when he tells me a big loss is just the market retracing gains.”
“As we’ve tried to make clear, for our security and yours we cannot have anyone leave,” Perkins said. “It puts everyone here at risk.”
“I still don’t follow that logic,” said Clayton. “If I leave, if Dr. Chandra leaves, who cares? We’re two fewer mouths to feed.”
Perkins stepped toward the bed and stood next to Vega. “We cannot have people outside this facility know it’s here. It’s as simple as that. You leave and people find out.”
“So what now?” Clayton asked, waving his hand around the room. “What am I supposed to do? Just sit here and wait for the world to end?”
“The world already ended,” said Vega. “We’re trying to rebuild it. We’re—”
Perkins put his hand on Vega’s shoulder. “Be patient. We’ll find a job for you. In time, you’ll understand why we’re doing what we’re doing and how, ultimately, it’s what’s best for all of us.”
“Does Dr. Chandra know all of this? Have you talked with him?”
“He’s our next stop,” said Perkins.
The two men left Clayton’s room. He checked the door behind them. It was locked. He pulled his DiaTab from his pocket and considered letting Chandra know what was coming, then decided against it.
“Better not,” he mumbled. “They’re tracking us.”
Still sitting on the bed, he extended his leg and kicked at the desk chair. He connected with his heel and the chair rolled across the floor, stopping once it hit the desk. The sound echoed in the cell. He fumbled with the device, thumbing open a series of screens. Clayton imagined the walls of his room were closing in around him. The space was getting smaller, more confining. Being patient, as Perkins suggested he be, wasn’t an option. He couldn’t sit around waiting for something to happen.
Chandra had promised a plan. He’d told Clayton they’d figure out a way to escape. Clayton, though, wasn’t going to wait for the good doctor any longer, not with Vega and Perkins on his trail. He had to figure out his own way out of the subterranean prison. There had to be a way.
“It’s not that I’m so smart, it’s just that I stay with problems longer,” Clayton said aloud, quoting Albert Einstein. “I can’t use the elevators, they’re guarded. Everything electronic is guarded. Every—”
Wait!
“Could it really be that simple?” Clayton bit the inside of his cheek, considering the right question to ask. What query was the right one, the one that wouldn’t arouse suspicion or set off alarms?
Clayton made certain the DiaTab’s tracking and recording tabs were turned off. He activated the keycard function, pressed the microphone, and activated the Telenet.
“Please show me the emergency exits,” he said, holding the device like a walkie-talkie.
The icon spun in the lower right portion of the Telenet’s display for a few seconds. Then a schematic drawing filled the screen.
Clayton’s eyes widened. “Bingo.”
It was a map of the entire complex. A series of exits and stairwells were illuminated by flashing circles that highlighted their locations.
He stood from the bed and walked to the screen. “Where am I?” he asked the DiaTab.
The icon in the lower right spun and spun. A message appeared on the screen and Clayton spoke the words aloud.
“Unable to locate. I guess that’s good.”
The schematic on the screen was equivalent to an aerial view of the underground complex. Clayton traced his hand along it, marveling at its size. There had to be miles of interconnecting tunnels that joined five rectangular buildings. In the center of the buildings, which were positioned in a rough pentagonal pattern, was the track system. Its overhead design resembled the meteorological symbol for a hurricane. In the center was the loop that ran to each of the five buildings. At opposite ends of the circle were offshoots that ran away from the main loop. The one at the northern end of the loop curved away and to the east. The southern track curved to the west.
Clayton pressed the DiaTab. “Show me the location of room 29-4 offal level.”
The icon spun for a moment; then the aerial schematic rotated away from Clayton, revealing a multilevel frontal view of the complex. It zoomed in on building four and highlighted his room with a flashing circular emblem.
“Where is the closest emergency exit to room 29-4 offal level?”
A second flashing circle highlighted an exit door on his level. It led to what looked like a tunnel and a stairwell. The tunnel appeared as though it led to building three, running parallel to the circular train track. It led to the stairwell between buildings three and two. He traced the path on the screen with his finger. He could find the doorway, the tunnel, and the stairwell. That would be easy. However, from the stairs, he couldn’t tell where he’d need to go to reach the surface. Clayton stepped back from the screen. He tapped the DiaTab against his chin, surveying the map in front of him. He needed to be careful about the question he asked next.
Even though his locator and tracker were off, and Big Brother likely wouldn’t know who specifically was asking the questions, he’d already mentioned his room number. How many people would be looking to escape a place they’d entered voluntarily a couple of days earlier?
Clayton shook his head. It didn’t matter now. He’d already showed his hand. If they were watching him, they’d already be in his room. He threw caution to the wind.
“Where is the surface exit?”
His eyes focused on the spinning icon at the bottom of the screen. He stepped forward, willing a response from the system. After a few seconds, the icon dissolved and a pair of flashing circles at the tops of two buildings strobed the locations of the complex’s surface exits.
There was one at what looked like the main airport terminal. Clayton traced his finger along a suspected path to that exit from the closest stairwell in building three. He’d have to get on a train to get there. That wasn’t going to happen.
The other exit was atop building five. There was no obvious path to that exit that didn’t involve an elevator and an escort. Clayton scanned the screen, his eyes dashing from one side of the schematic to the other. Although he didn’t see anything that looked like an analog escape route, he knew there had to be one. If for no other reason, somebody would need a nonmechanical exit to repair damage to the elevator if—
“That’s it!” Clayton exclaimed. “Where is the building five mechanical elevator access?”
The system hesitated. The schematic disappeared and was replaced with Van Cleaf.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
“Building five,” said Clayton. “Please show me building five’s elevator access.”
Van Cleaf’s image froze and she repeated herself. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand your question. Could you rephrase it, please?”
Clayton’s brow furrowed. He scratched the top of his head with the DiaTab.
“What can you tell me about building five?”
The system replayed the same message a third time. This time, however, it followed the nonanswer with a question of its own.
“I cannot determine your DiaTab location,” it said. “Please be certain your Li-Fi connection is active. If it is not, I can adjust it at your request. Would you like me to adjust your Li-Fi connection?”
The image of Van Cleaf in a control room sat idle on the screen. Her recorded avatar was awaiting his response. Clearly, it wasn’t going to answer anything about building five. The people in charge didn’t want information about that structure available to the herd. Clayton ignored the question and tried again to locate the mechanical access to building five’s elevator. This time he asked for the information without mentioning building five.
“Where are the emergency exits?” he asked. “Where do they connect with surface exits?”
The system whirred for a moment, then responded as requested. The screen revealed a three-dimensional schematic that gave him an implausible and complicated path to freedom and took him back to the screen where he’d been previously.
“Where is the elevator’s mechanical access?”
A glowing circle immediately flashed at the bottom of building five.
“Please magnify.”
The schematic grew in size and zoomed into the bottom floor of building five. Clayton leaned in, not sure that he was reading the schematic description correctly. He rubbed his finger across the screen and then ran it up the wide elevator shaft to the top floor of building five. A smile spread across his face.
The elevator in that building was wide enough for freight. In fact, the schematic labeled it as such. On the top floor was a level labeled GARAGE.
If Clayton could find his way there, he might not only escape, he might have a ride home. It was a long shot. But there it was: hope.
 



CHAPTER 13
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 11:40 AM MST
DENVER, COLORADO
Vihaan Chandra’s thighs rubbed together, burning, and he adjusted himself as he walked. Much more friction and he worried he might catch fire. His belly jiggling, he moved as fast as he could toward Bert Martin’s room. It was also in building three, but on the opposite end of the floor from his. He licked a bead of cold sweat from his upper lip and hurried past a uniformed guard. If anything, the apocalypse would force him to lose the weight he’d gained after his wife’s death. It hadn’t happened yet. He told himself he was merely retaining water.
Chandra’s eyes swept back and forth, suspiciously checking over his shoulder with each man he passed. People were on their way to lunch and it was more crowded than he’d seen it previously.
He located Martin’s room, according to the Telenet directory, and knocked on the door. He checked over his shoulder, bouncing in place like a little boy who had to go to the bathroom.
“C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” he whispered. “Answer the door.”
On cue, Bert Martin opened his door. His hair was wet and tousled, and he was wearing a T-shirt and some sweatpants, his feet bare. He smiled at Chandra and pointed at him. “The weatherman, right?”
“Yes. Vihaan Chandra.”
Martin snapped his fingers. “Right. Vihaan. I remember. Good to see you, mate. Everything good?”
Chandra looked over his shoulder. “So sorry to just show up, but could I come in?”
Martin shrugged. “Sure.”
Chandra moved past Martin into the room. He walked to the back of the space, which was identical to his own, and then back toward the door when Martin closed it. The door hummed and clicked as it locked.
Martin shuffled toward the desk and dipped his hands into his pockets, leaning his shoulder against the wall. He was quiet for a moment and then reached out and stopped Chandra from pacing.
“You okay?” he asked. “You don’t look okay.”
Chandra took a step back from Martin in the small space between the desk and the wall. He planted his hands on his hips and then ran his fingers through his hair. Finally he crossed his arms in front of his chest and exhaled loudly, searching for the words. He couldn’t trust Bert Martin. He didn’t know him, really. He moved toward the door.
“I shouldn’t have come,” Chandra said. “I shouldn’t have bothered you.”
Martin chuckled. “Well, now you’ve piqued my interest. You can’t leave without giving me a nibble of the bait, now can you?”
Chandra stopped at the door and turned around. “I’m just not sure who I can trust and who I can’t,” he said. “We aren’t friends. I’d hate to put you in an awkward position. It’s best if I go. Just forget I came here, okay?”
The smirk evaporated from Martin’s face. A look of concern replaced the mild amusement. “Now you’ve worried me, mate.”
Chandra sighed and his shoulders drooped forward in exasperation. He looked at Martin, studying the man’s face. There was no telling what he was thinking. Chandra wasn’t that intuitive. His wife used to tell him that unless the data was staring him in the face, he’d miss it.
“All right,” said Chandra, “what does it matter? I’ll end the suspense.”
“Good on you,” said Martin. “Go ahead.”
Chandra started pacing again. He talked with his hands as he explained to Martin what he’d experienced, what he’d learned. He told the Australian about the exclusion of billions of people and how those in charge, whoever they really were, wanted most of the world’s population to die off. They wanted to start fresh with bountiful resources and less human pollution. The whole thing smacked of an Orwellian coup predicated on an “advantageous” catastrophic event or events. When he was finished with his incredible story, he stopped pacing and stood in front of Martin, picking at the fabric of his pants above his knees.
“You think I’m crazy?” he asked. “You think I’ve lost it?”
“No,” said Martin. “I don’t.”
Chandra sighed with relief. “Really? I know it sounds so fantas—”
“I already knew most of what you told me.”
Chandra’s jaw dropped. He found himself struggling for words, as if he were choking on air. He stepped back from Martin, bumped against the bed, and lost his balance. He fell back onto the bed and pushed himself up with his elbows, still unable to speak.
Martin stepped toward the bed. “All of us knew,” he said. “I’m surprised you didn’t. We all have special skills the new society will need once we resurface.”
Chandra slid to the edge of the mattress. “I don’t understand. You knew?”
Martin answered, but Chandra didn’t hear him. He was thinking back to the welcome reception in the cafeteria. Nobody around him seemed surprised when the speakers talked about their predicament. Nobody was upset or asking anxiety-laced questions.
They all knew. Everyone but him.
Martin was still talking when Chandra refocused on his host. “—did you not know?”
“What?” asked Chandra.
“How did you not know? I thought everybody was briefed twenty-four hours before the transport here. We all knew about the second CME. We knew what to pack and what to leave behind.”
Chandra’s mind drifted again. He recalled his breathless meeting with Chip Treadgold after he’d first discovered the existence of a second CME. Treadgold had acted as if it were news to him.
“Another geomagnetic storm, bigger than a G5, is on its way,” he’d told his boss.
Treadgold had sunk back into his chair, pretending to worry. “You’re certain?” he’d asked. “What’s the Kp index?”
Chandra had stood there, data in hand, and reluctantly relayed the truth. “Well above a nine.”
“Holy mother,” Treadgold had said. “How long do we have?”
Chandra recalled the meeting and how his boss had lied to him. He’d known all along that the second CME was coming. Hundreds of people already knew, and he’d feigned ignorance and surprise when Chandra had confronted him with the information.
Bert Martin waved his hand in front of Chandra’s face. “You there, mate?”
Chandra blinked back to the present, anger swelling in his chest. He rose to his feet and tightened his hands into fists. He looked Martin in the eyes.
“I didn’t know,” he said through his teeth. “I didn’t know what this was. All I knew was that I’d have a chance at surviving the second CME. I didn’t realize I’d be trapped down here while innocent people were systematically abandoned.”
Martin took a step back, his brow furrowed with concern. His eyes narrowed and danced aimlessly around the room. “What do you mean trapped?”
Chandra shook his fists. “We can’t leave! We are not allowed to leave. I already told you this.”
Martin cocked his head sideways. “That’s not true,” he said, seemingly trying to convince himself. “I mean, who would want to leave? But you’re wrong. This place was designed to keep people out, not the other way around.”
“I’m not wrong,” said Chandra. “It was designed to keep people inside. And that’s why I’m here asking for your help. I need to get out of here.”
“My help?” he said.
“You’re a security expert, right?” said Chandra. “You told me you helped put together the security for this place and—”
Martin waved his hands and backed farther away from Chandra, shaking his head. “I’m not sure I can help you. I don’t have access to shutting off what needs to be shut off for you to circumvent—”
“I don’t need you to shut it off,” Chandra said. “I just need to know how I can get out. Please help me.”
Bert Martin was the one pacing now. He drew a hand to his mouth and marched toward the bathroom, retracing his steps to the door. “We didn’t design the system to trap people. We were told it was to keep people out. I don’t understand. Why would they lie to us?”
Chandra smirked. “A better question is ‘Why would they tell us the truth?’”
Martin made another pass from one side of the room to the other, mumbled something unintelligible, and disappeared into his bathroom.
“Will you help me?” Chandra called to Martin.
Martin emerged from the bathroom with a towel over his face. He exhaled into the fabric and drew the towel over his head, draping it around his neck. His face was flushed.
“I don’t like liars,” said Martin, gripping both ends of the towel at his shoulders. “I don’t like being lied to. I hope you’re not the one who’s lying here, Dr. Chandra.”
Chandra stood up. “I’m not lying.”
Martin squeezed his eyes closed and crinkled his nose. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll help you.”
Chandra smiled and offered his hand to the security expert. “Thank you.”
“You better go,” said Martin. “If they’re as sneaky as you say they are, they’re probably listening to our conversation right now. But I have one question for you.”
“Anything.”
“Even if they are lying to us,” said Martin, “even if they are trapping us inside, why would you want to leave? It’s got to be worse out there.”
“I don’t know. But at least out there I have free will. I’d rather die on my feet than on my knees.”
Martin crossed to the door, opening it. “I’ll figure something out and find you. How soon do you need this?”
“Yesterday.”
Martin shut the door behind Chandra after the scientist exited the room.
Chandra navigated the corridors back to his room, looking at the floor as he moved. He worried about exposing himself. Bert Martin was probably right; they could be watching and listening.
He was turning the final corner toward his room when a soft voice called his name. Chandra looked up. Standing outside his room was Sally. She was smiling and waving.
“What are you doing here?” asked Chandra.
Sally stepped back, her smile disappearing. “Well, hello to you too.”
Chandra softened, if only to find out what she wanted with him. “Sorry,” he said. “I’m just surprised to see you, that’s all.”
Sally folded her arms across her chest. “Oh,” she said flatly. “I came to see if you wanted to walk with me to work.”
Chandra studied her face. She appeared sincere. But he’d told her earlier when he left her that he was heading to work.
“Why?” he asked, not sure what else to say.
Sally huffed. “Never mind then, Vihaan.” She spun on her heels and marched away, genuinely offended.
Chandra cursed himself for doubting her sincerity. “Sally,” he called after her. “Sally, stop.”
Sally stopped and turned around. “I’ll see you at lunch, Vihaan. If you’re in a better mood, you can sit with me. If not, don’t bother.”
She continued along the hall toward the path to the elevator. Chandra watched her quick, frustrated steps carry her until she disappeared around the corner. He held his key to the door and slid into his room. He grabbed his lab coat from a hook on the bathroom door. It was time for work.
 



CHAPTER 14
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 1:41 PM CST
JOHNSON SPACE CENTER, HOUSTON, TEXAS
“What do you mean we’re leaving?” Marie whined. “We just got here.”
Jackie looked at the faces of everyone who’d slept in the small office. All of them, except for Nikki, shared her daughter’s dumbfounded gaze.
“You brought us here to keep us safe,” said Nancy Vickers. “You said it was safer here.”
Betty Brown stepped forward, rubbing the back of her arms with her hands, as if she were trying to keep warm. “I agree with Nancy. You told us this place was better.”
“People died in your house, for goodness’ sakes,” added Nancy.
Betty raised her voice. “That’s right. People died. There’s blood on the floor. There are holes in the walls.”
“I think my ears are still ringing from the gunfire,” said Nancy.
Pop Vickers put his arm around his wife’s back and pulled her toward him. His eyes were sad. “Jackie,” he said softly, “I’m confused too. We picked up and dragged ourselves here less than twenty-four hours ago. It makes no sense.”
Jackie’s eyes drifted to Brian Brown. He was sitting on a desk, his hands gripping the sides of the desktop as he rocked back and forth. His lips were pressed flat, his eyes staring off into some imaginary distance. His mother, Betty, was rubbing her arms with nearly the same cadence as Brian’s rocking.
Nancy, a reasonable woman, wore the confusion on her drawn face. Her eyeliner was smudged, her cheeks sunken and pale. The sagging skin at her neck was more evident.
Jackie’s own children stared at her in disbelief. Marie and to a lesser extent Chris frequently rolled their eyes at her suggestions or guidance. They feigned aggrievedness when they didn’t get their way. This was different. They were seriously bothered. Jackie, as only a mother could, felt the growing distance between herself and her children.
Jackie sighed. “I just think—”
“We know what you think, Jackie,” said Betty. “You’ve made it very clear. We just—”
“I agree with Jackie,” Nikki interrupted. “We should leave. We should go back to her house or even the Vickerses’ house. We shouldn’t stay here.”
Betty’s eyes scanned Nikki from head to toe and back again. “Of course you agree with her.”
Nikki visibly tensed. “What is that supposed to mean, Betty?” she snapped.
Betty shrugged, apparently unfazed by Nikki’s aggression. “I’m just saying you’re a stranger. You have nowhere to go. You’re going to hitch your wagon to the—”
Nikki clenched her fists and her jaw. She took a giant step toward Betty and jabbed her finger inches from the woman’s nose. “Don’t test me, woman. I’m grateful for your trigger pull in the house. That’s where my love for you and your incessant complaining ends. I’m not going to—”
Jackie put her hand on Nikki’s shoulder. “Stop. It’s fine.”
Nikki relaxed. “It’s not fine,” she muttered.
“Here’s the thing,” Jackie said. “My kids and I can stay here as long as we want to be here. The rest of you can’t. You’ve got a few days at best, okay? Then somebody is going to kick you out or force you somewhere you don’t necessarily want to be.”
“So we stay here until that time,” offered Pop. “Why not do that? Why not stay here until things start to get back to normal? A week or two, and we see where things stand. NASA will give us that, won’t they?”
“It’s going to get worse out there,” said Jackie. “No help is coming. The power is not coming back. We will be on our own eventually. I think it’s better to get back to our neighborhood and regroup.”
“Shore up our defenses,” added Nikki. “Make sure that when the shi—”
“So you wasted our time and energy by coming here to begin with,” said Betty. “I just don’t understand the logic.”
Jackie bit her lower lip, considering how to respond. “I did what I thought was best, Betty,” she said softly, “and it’s exactly what I’m doing now.”
Nikki looked at Jackie and stepped to Betty. “What would you do, Betty?” she said firmly.
“It’s okay, Nikki,” said Jackie. “I don’t need you to defend me.”
Nikki waved her off and glared at Betty. “No, it’s not okay. You’re not some Special Forces guru with a crystal ball and a flamethrower. You are doing the best you can. And so I am asking Betty Crocker here what she would do if she were in charge.”
Betty lifted her chin. “First of all, I’m not Betty Crocker. Secondly, I have no idea what you mean by a guru with a flamethrower.”
Nikki chuckled. “You have no ideas, period. You stand there in the corner and criticize. You’re a naysayer and not a problem solver. You’re just a…”
Jackie stopped listening to the bickering between Nikki and Betty. Her attention was focused on Brian. His rocking was more pronounced. He had a pained look on his reddened face. His mouth was squeezed tight and she could see from his white knuckles, he was holding the edge of the desk as tightly as he could. The louder the argument became, the faster he rocked.
“—a harlot,” said Betty. “I see the way you looked at Rick. And right in front of Karen. So tasteless. I refuse to take any sort of criticism—”
Jackie raised her hands and shook them. “Stop,” she said. “Just stop.”
The room was silent except for the sound of Brian rocking while whimpering and murmuring to himself.
Jackie nodded toward Brian. “Betty,” she said, “comfort your son.”
Betty opened her mouth as if to tell Jackie to mind her own business. She pressed her mouth into a scowl and crossed the room to Brian. She leaned into him and rubbed his back while she spoke into his ear. His cadence slowed and the red drained from his face.
“Jackie, you don’t have to justify yourself,” Nikki said. “You don’t owe anyone anything. You do what you want to do, without explanation, and if they want to follow, they can follow.”
Jackie smirked. “Betty’s probably right,” she said. “We shouldn’t have left the house.”
Pop Vickers ambled over to the women. “I understand why we came here, and I guess I understand the logic for going back. You were kind enough to take us in, Jackie. We’ll do whatever you think is best. Nikki is right.”
Nikki blushed. “Thank you, old man.”
“I don’t understand it,” Marie said. “We can stay here. They have food and water; there’s even some electricity. Plus they have a lot of people with guns.”
“Yeah, Mom,” Chris said. “I’m good here. I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to go out there and have to deal with…”
Jackie coaxed her son to finish his thought. “Deal with what?”
“The bad people.”
Jackie extended her arms and motioned for her son. Chris moped across the room to her and she wrapped her arms around him. She squeezed him and kissed his head.
“I understand,” she said. “You and Nikki have traveled more than any of us here. You’ve seen more bad people than we have. But we don’t have a choice, Chris. We have to go home.”
“I’m scared,” Chris said.
Jackie pulled back from her son and lifted his chin with her finger so he’d look her in the eyes. “I know. I am too. We all are.”
Chris blinked back tears.
“I also know you’re very brave,” she said. “You’re strong. Marie and I need you.”
Jackie glanced at Marie, who was about to protest. She kept her mouth shut and smiled with one corner of her mouth. Jackie smiled back.
“Okay,” said Chris. “We can go. I’m ready.”
“I’m not ready,” said Betty, her voice loud enough for everyone to hear. “Brian and I aren’t leaving until they kick us out.”
The room’s attention focused on Betty before everyone, like the crowd watching a tennis match, turned back to await Jackie’s volley.
Conscious of the eyes watching her, Jackie walked deliberately to Betty and Brian. She put her hand on Betty’s shoulder and squeezed gently.
“I know none of this is easy for you,” she said. “You know I respect you, Betty. I get that you do what you have to do. I can’t fault you for trying to protect your family. It’s all I’m trying to do too.”
Betty inhaled and her body shuddered as she took a ragged, emotional breath. Her eyes moistened and her chin trembled. She ran her hand along her son’s back and nodded at Jackie.
“I can accept that,” said Betty, “and I do appreciate all you’ve done.”
“We’re staying too,” said Nancy.
Pop met her words with the same look of surprise as everyone else in the room. “What? I just told Jackie—”
Nancy raised her hands, waving off her husband. “I know what you told Jackie. I understand why she’s compelled to go home. I can’t do it. I can’t go back there.”
Pop’s open mouth curled into a frown. “It’s our home,” he said pleadingly. “We’re talking about going back to our home.”
“No,” said Nancy. “That’s not our home anymore,” she proclaimed, her voice trembling. “That place is where our house is. It’s not our home.”
Pop’s frown slid into a supportive smile and he sighed. He put his hand on his wife’s arm and rubbed it gently. “I understand. Bad things happened there. It’s still fresh. You’re afraid; I’m afraid. But we can’t stay here. We’re temporary guests.”
Nancy stiffened. “I can’t do it. It’s more than fear. It’s worse than that.”
“We’ll be okay,” said Pop. “We’ll—”
Nancy’s jaw set. She folded her arms tightly across her chest. “I’m not going. And what is NASA going to do? Throw us to the wolves? They accounted for Jackie, her kids, and her husband. That’s four people. If they leave and Nikki leaves, there’s four of us left. It’s you and me, Betty and Brian.”
Pop looked to Jackie, seemingly coaxing her to help change his wife’s mind. “I don’t think that’s how it works.”
Jackie shrugged at Pop. She knew better than to meddle, and Nancy had a point. If Clayton were here with her, she might stay. It was definitely the safer of the options for the short term.
Pop’s shoulders dropped. “Okay. We stay here as long as they let us. I’ll try to make myself useful somehow and earn our keep.”
Nancy’s eyes brightened. “We’re staying?”
Pop gave her a hug. She wrapped her arms around his back and squeezed her eyes shut. A smile crept across her face. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“We’ll miss you,” said Jackie.
Pop placed his hands on both sides of Nancy’s face and kissed her forehead. He shifted his weight and spun toward Jackie. He offered her a smile much less emphatic than the one still plastered on his wife’s face.
“We’ll miss you too,” he said. “You be careful out there.”
 



CHAPTER 15
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 2:05 PM CST
TAYLOR, TEXAS
Rick could taste the dirt on his lips. There were grains of sand between his cheeks and teeth. He tried freeing them with his tongue, but with his face pressed to the ground, he didn’t have much range of motion. The jab of a rifle barrel between his shoulder blades didn’t help.
The soldier at the other end of the weapon barked at him again. “Where did you come from?”
Rick winced at the pressure on his lower back from the soldier’s boot. He spit out some of the sand and tried articulating as best he could.
“I’m from Clear Lake,” he said. “I’m just looking for a safe place with my boy.”
Rick couldn’t see Kenny, but he could hear him talking with another soldier. They were twenty yards away, and Rick couldn’t hear every word. But he made out enough to know his son was sticking to their agreed-upon story.
“—looking for water,” Kenny said. “We’re so thirsty.”
Another jab in his back distracted Rick from eavesdropping. He grunted at the pressure. The soldier shifted his weight, increasing the discomfort and sending a sharp bolt of pain screaming down his right leg.
“Why are you walking?” asked the soldier. “You didn’t come here from Clear Lake on foot. Where’s your vehicle?”
“We ran out of gas,” Rick said. “Ten or twenty miles back.”
The soldier jabbed again. “We’re not off a major highway. If you were headed to Austin or San Antonio, you wouldn’t be in Taylor.”
“We stayed off the highway,” said Rick. “We tried to keep to ourselves and avoid trouble.”
The pressure eased on his lower back and the soldier tapped Rick’s ribs with his boot. “Get up. On your knees, hands behind your head. Keep your fingers clasped.”
Rick did as instructed and looked over at Kenny. He was guzzling water from a canteen, two soldiers standing on either side of him. A third was on one knee in front of him. He was saying something Rick couldn’t hear, but Kenny nodded, water dripping from his chin.
“What did the boy say?” called the soldier guarding Rick. He stepped in front of Rick, blocking his view of Kenny and the others.
“Said they ran out of gas ten miles back,” one of the soldiers called back. “They came from Clear Lake. Looking for somewhere safe.”
The soldier in front of Rick grunted and stepped to one side. Rick could see Kenny again. He’d returned the canteen and the soldier who’d been on his knee was standing.
Rick’s guard used his rifle to motion toward Rick. “So, Lieutenant Turner,” he said, “what do we do with them?”
“We do what we did with the others,” the lieutenant answered. He’d been the one on his knee. He glanced back at Kenny and then marched toward Rick. “We take them inside, process them, and let the caretakers deal with them.”
Lieutenant Turner waved for Rick to get to his feet. He stopped a couple of feet from Rick and eyeballed him. His bloodshot eyes narrowed as he studied Rick. He held out his canteen and Rick took it, thanking the soldier before swigging a mouthful of warm water. He swished the sand and dirt around in his mouth and swallowed it. He took one more swallow for good measure and returned the offering.
Lieutenant Turner took the canteen and recapped it. “C’mon,” he said to his men. “Let’s do this.”
Kenny joined Rick at his side and the quartet of soldiers hustled them toward the front gate. A breeze-fueled funnel of dust and sand swirled around them as they approached the imposing entrance with its concertina wire and high metal chain-link fencing. It looked every bit the prison camp Rick knew it was intended to be.
Lieutenant Turner stopped at the guarded entrance. A baby-faced soldier with a black MP wrap on his bicep stood on the other side of the fence. He dispassionately asked the officer a few questions about their guests and then unlocked the gate. It swung wide and the escorts pulled Rick and Kenny back to make room, then ushered them into the camp.
“Holy mother,” Rick breathed when they passed through the narrow entry. His eyes widened at the third-world conditions surrounding him. What wasn’t evident from outside the fencing was the scope of the facility and the sheer numbers of people surviving within it.
The facility itself was a series of nondescript, unremarkable buildings. In between those buildings, filling every inch of the ground, were countless numbers of what could only be described as refugees. It had been five days since the CME had knocked out the power and sent the world spinning down the drain. Just five days. The deeper into the camp they walked, the worse it seemed to get.
“How is this possible?” asked Rick aloud. “Why is this place…”
The soldier next to him chuckled. “Such a piece of sh—”
“Hey,” scolded Lieutenant Turner, “we’ve got a kid here. Watch the language.”
“I’ve heard worse,” Kenny quipped, apparently unaffected by the filth and suffering around him.
“Still,” said the lieutenant, “he shouldn’t talk that way.”
“How did it get this way?” Rick asked. “It hasn’t been a week.”
“People are pigs,” one of the soldiers remarked. “They don’t pick up their trash after we give them food. The toilets stopped working on day two. The port-a-potties can only handle so much.”
They turned a corner toward a building closest to the rear of the property. “Day two?” asked Rick. “Why were people coming here on day two?”
The soldiers looked at each other but said nothing. One of them pointed toward the building.
“We’re taking you there,” he said. “We’d normally have processed you up front, but there are issues preventing it.”
“What issues?” asked Kenny.
“The building is also our MASH. A couple of our guys got hurt. They’re getting fixed up.”
“MASH?” Kenny echoed as they stopped at the building’s entrance.
“Mobile Army Surgical Hospital.”
The lieutenant guided them into the dimly lit building and it took a moment for Rick’s eyes to adjust. When they did, he gripped Kenny’s shoulder, signaling his son to stay quiet. He then shook his head to the people sitting in plastic chairs along the wall to his right.
Reggie Buck and his wife, Lana, were sitting next to each other. Her head was resting on his shoulder and her eyes were closed. Reggie’s head was resting against the wall. His mouth was curled into a pronounced frown until he saw Rick. His eyes widened with recognition and he started to say something. He stopped and nodded in Rick’s direction before leaning his head against the wall again.
Candace Bucknell was sitting backward in her chair, her arms folded across its back and her chin planted on her hands. She didn’t notice Rick at first. When she did, she looked away from him, apparently understanding his desire she not acknowledge him.
The only one he didn’t see was Mumphrey. The man he’d come to save wasn’t there. Rick walked past the group to the end of the room. The soldiers stopped him at a desk and requested his personal information: full name, hometown, age, height, weight, and general health questions. There was a uniformed woman sitting behind a desk stacked with paperwork.
“Why do you need this stuff?” he protested. “I just want some water and some food. We’re only passing through.”
The soldiers exchanged glances. Lieutenant Turner dismissed the others and turned to the woman. “We’ve got a couple more visitors we need you to process,” he said. “Can you take them now, or do they need to wait?”
She looked at Rick and Kenny; then her eyes shifted to the trio sitting along the wall. She offered a flat smile to the lieutenant. “I can take them now. Those people are on a hold. There’s another one in the interro—”
“Go ahead, then,” the lieutenant interrupted loudly. “Take them now.”
Rick smiled at the woman. “We don’t need to go through all of this. We’re only here for some food and water. We’d be willing to work for it. Anything. We could even dig ditches.”
“Everyone gets processed,” said the lieutenant. “And I don’t know if I made this clear before, but there is no passing through. Once you’re here, you’re here. It’s for your own safety.”
“We’re here forever?” asked Rick. “That doesn’t seem right.”
“You’re here until you leave in a pine box,” said the lieutenant. He nodded at the woman behind the desk and marched out of the building into the sunlight.
Rick looked around. There were no soldiers in the main room of the building. It was just the trio along the wall, the woman behind the desk, Kenny, and him. The woman motioned to a chair opposite her. He pulled it out and sat down.
She was looking down at the paperwork in front of her, her pen poised above the top of the page. “I’ll need a name. Spell it for me.”
Rick leaned on the desk. It creaked against the floor, sliding away from him as he put his weight on the edge. “Is there someone being interrogated?” he asked softly. He motioned toward a door to his right.
The woman looked up from the paper. Her eyes darted to the door and back to Rick. “I shouldn’t say. Could you give me your name?”
The woman’s eye twitched. Rick glanced at the name embroidered on her uniform. “C’mon, Miss Cooper,” he said. “I’m not going to tell anyone. It’s just you and me here.”
“It’s Private First Class Cooper,” she corrected him. “And I can’t.”
Rick winked and glanced at the sidearm on her right hip. “First class is right,” he said. “But you already know that. I’m sure you stay just as busy fighting off men as you do filling out paperwork.”
“Dad,” whined Kenny, “don’t bother the pretty woman.”
That’s my boy, thought Rick.
PFC Cooper blushed and tried unsuccessfully to suppress a smile. “Your name, please?”
“How many people are in there? Are they waterboarding?”
“No,” she blurted. “He’s just asking the man about…”
“About?”
Her smile disappeared and her eyes narrowed. “Nothing. Please, you’re being difficult. Do I need to call the lieutenant?”
“I’m just trying to make small talk with a pretty woman,” he said. “Arrest me if you must.”
Kenny chuckled. “Gross, Dad. She’s not interested. She’s working.”
Her sharp features softened again and she rolled her eyes. “Name?”
Rick sighed. “Okay, I give up. It’s Jon.”
Kenny nudged his father. Rick leaned back from the desk and dropped his hands. Out of sight of PFC Cooper, he tapped on Kenny’s leg and pushed gently. Kenny took a couple of steps back.
“John?” she asked. “J-o-h-n?”
“No,” Rick said. “It’s J-o-n, short for Jonathan.”
“So it’s Jonathan?”
“Yes. Need me to spell it?”
She smiled at him. “No, I’ve got it.”
PFC Cooper looked back down to write and Rick stood up, leaning on the desk. His weight pushed it another inch back toward the wall. The soldier stopped writing and pushed her palms against the desk. She easily shoved it away from her body and it screeched on the floor.
Rick apologized and leaned in. “Sorry, I think you spelled it wrong.” He reached across the desk to point at the paper, knocking a stack of papers onto the floor to the soldier’s left.
PFC Cooper stared in disbelief at the mess on the floor, her mouth agape. “Really?” she said, exasperated. “Just sit back down, please, and I’ll—”
When she leaned to her left to pick up the mess, Rick shoved the desk toward the wall, using enough force to pin Cooper against the wall, eliciting a shriek and grunt from the soldier as she struggled against the desk. With her right hip exposed, Rick leapt across the desk and reached for her sidearm.
Cooper blindly flailed, unsuccessfully trying to keep Rick from her weapon. He unsnapped the holster, pulled the nine millimeter in a fluid motion, and rolled off the desk onto his feet. Behind him he could hear the confused shouts from the Bucks and Candace.
With his weight no longer on the desk, Cooper managed to free herself from the space, dropping to the floor on her knees. She gasped for air and grabbed at her ribs, cursing Rick and his mother.
Rick leveled the gun at the injured soldier. “Stay on the ground,” he snapped. “Don’t get up. Hands behind your head.”
“I can’t,” Cooper whimpered. “My ri—”
Rick stepped toward the woman, aiming the gun at her head. “Now!”
Wincing, she raised her arms and moved her hands to the back of her head. Keeping the weapon trained on her, Rick moved around the desk to the back wall where he’d pinned her. With his back to the wall, he turned to his compatriots, ready to bark orders, when the door to the interrogation room swung open.
Rick took three quick steps toward the door, maintaining his field of vision, and swept the gun from the woman to the man emerging from the room. He was tall and muscular. His hands were balled into fists.
“What is going on out—” The color drained from his face when he saw Rick. His eyes moved to the injured PFC and back to Rick, his eyebrows twitching as he tried to make sense of the scene in front of him. He started to reach for his weapon.
“Don’t,” Rick said. “Put your hands above your head.”
The man complied and Rick motioned toward Reggie Buck. “Reggie, please relieve the man of his weapon.”
“What are you doing?” Lana protested. “Too many people have already died.”
“Nobody needs to die,” Rick assured her. “But we’re not staying here as prisoners.”
“Gus is dead,” said Candace. “He tried to stop them.”
“I’m aware,” said Rick.
“Look, son,” said the muscular soldier, “I don’t know what’s going on here, but you need to calm down. We can talk this through.”
“Not gonna happen,” said Rick. “Reggie, get the gun.”
Reggie looked at his wife, at Rick, and back at Lana. The space between her eyes crinkled, she bit her lower lip, and she shook her head. Reggie put his hand on her thigh and squeezed. He smiled weakly and looked back to Rick. He stood, carefully approaching the soldier from behind. He deliberately withdrew the sidearm from the soldier’s holster, deftly removed the magazine from its grip to check if it was loaded, and stepped away. He jammed the magazine back into place and returned to his seat. He rubbed Lana’s back then thumbed a tear from her cheek with his free hand while keeping the pistol trained on its owner.
Rick motioned to the open door with his weapon. “What’s in there?” he asked the muscular soldier.
The soldier’s face reddened and he glowered at Rick. He rested his clasped hands on the top of his shaved head and remained silent.
Rick took a step toward PFC Cooper. He swung the weapon around and pressed it against the top of her head. She pressed her lips together to suppress a cry. Lana Buck gasped.
Rick focused on the muscular soldier and repeated the question more forcefully. His voice was lower and more measured as he jabbed the muzzle at Cooper’s hairline. “What. Is. In. There?”
The voice that answered wasn’t the soldier’s. “Rick?” a frail voice called from inside the room. “Rick? That you?”
Kenny peeked into the room. “Mr. Mumphrey?” he said, his brows arching with confusion.
Rick felt an instant spike in his blood pressure. He gripped the handgun more tightly, his finger drifting toward the trigger, and he swung it around to the muscular mute in front of him. He took three strides toward the soldier, ready to combust.
“Back up,” he spat, pushed past the retreating soldier, and turned into the room. It was empty except for two chairs, a single overhead light, and a bound and beaten Mumphrey. The old man was bleeding from his swollen lower lip. One eye was purpled and closed. His head bobbed as he worked to maintain enough strength to hold it upright.
Rick rushed to his side, knocking over the empty chair and sliding to his knees in front of his wounded friend. He set the gun on the floor beside the chair and worked to unravel the binds around Mumphrey’s ankles.
“Like I said,” Mumphrey slurred, “you’re a good man, Rick Walsh.”
His hands trembling, Rick moved to the back of the chair and struggled to loosen the knots at his wrists. “Shhh. Save your strength.”
Rick struggled with the final knot, digging his finger between the strands to wiggle them free of each other. Mumphrey’s breathing was labored. He rasped as he sucked air in and out from his open mouth.
“I didn’t tell ’em anything.” Mumphrey’s voice was discordant. It didn’t sound anything like the gravelly country drawl to which Rick had become accustomed. His friend sounded feeble. “Like I said, I didn’t have anything to say. They were asking me about things I don’t know.”
Rick undid the final knot and looked over Mumphrey’s shoulder toward the door. He’d forgotten about the two soldiers in the other room and cursed himself under his breath. Scanning the room, he saw a half-dozen more lengths of rope piled onto a wall-mounted shelf. He crossed the room, grabbed the rope, and tossed it onto the floor next to Mumphrey’s chair.
“Reggie!” he yelled. “Guide our new friends in here, please.”
Mumphrey’s hands dropped to his sides, deep red rings decorating his wrists, and he mumbled something Rick couldn’t understand.
Rick squatted on his heels and moved close to Mumphrey’s mouth. The blood leaking from the old man’s mouth wasn’t from the nasty contusion on his lip. It was coming from inside his mouth. His tongue was bathed red. Rick tried to focus his attention on the task at hand. He checked the handgun and raised it toward the door.
The two soldiers were in the room now, walking ahead of Reggie. Both of them had their hands above their heads. PFC Cooper limped forward, her face contorted with pain. She was breathing through puckered lips and grunting with each exhale.
Rick swept the gun between the two soldiers. “You’re going to be staying here for a little while,” he said. “Stop right there.”
“You’re tying us to the chairs?” asked the muscular soldier.
Rick reached down and tossed a length of rope to the muscular soldier. “All right, Arnold,” he said, “use that to tie her wrists the way you tied Mumphrey’s.”
The soldier hesitated but did as he was told. PFC Cooper was bent awkwardly at the waist, apparently unable to stand.
“Help her sit down on the floor,” Rick snapped at the musclehead. “Help her get more comfortable.”
Musclehead shook his head with incredulity. While he helped PFC Cooper to the floor, Rick called for Lana and Candace to join them in the room. He told them to shut the door behind them and lock it, which they did.
Lana gasped at the sight of Mumphrey and scurried to his side. She knelt beside him, whispering comfort to him as he tried to suppress a cough.
“Candace,” Rick said, “please take the gun from Reggie. Reggie, tie up Arnold’s wrists, please.”
Candace took the gun and held it tightly with both hands, aiming it at the muscular soldier. Rick tossed Reggie some rope and within a couple of minutes the task was done. Both soldiers were back-to-back on the floor.
Reggie used another, much longer length of rope and wrapped it around both soldiers at their chests. When they protested, Reggie ignored them.
“We need something to keep them quiet,” said Rick.
Mumphrey muttered something, raising his head.
Rick knelt down beside him. “What?”
Mumphrey smiled, revealing bloody gums that traced the outlines of his teeth. “Use my socks,” he said with as much of a chuckle as he could muster. “I’ve been sweating a lot.”
“I like that.”
Mumphrey’s color was somewhere between translucent and sallow. He suddenly looked ten, even twenty years older than he had the day before. Whatever the soldiers did to him was likely unfixable without a hospital or surgery.
“Hey,” Rick said, stepping to the soldiers, “the lieutenant said there was a MASH unit near the entrance. That right?”
Neither soldier answered and Rick kicked the muscular one on the outside of his thigh.
The man grunted. “No,” he sneered. “There’s no MASH unit. It’s a morgue. People don’t get fixed here. That’s the point.”
Rick squatted on his heels. “What do you mean?”
“The sick go to the MASH unit to die,” he said. “Then they take their bodies to building eight and stuff them into boxes. Nobody gets better. It’s part of the plan. This is where you’re all going to die.” He nodded toward Mumphrey with his chin. “That one’s gonna go first.”
Rick clenched his jaw and braced himself on the floor with his left hand. He balled his right hand into a fist and jabbed it forward into the soldier’s nose. It cracked under the force of his knuckles. Blood poured from the man’s nose, across his lips and chin, and onto his uniform.
“You’re all dying here,” he growled, his chest heaving. “Sooner than later if I can help it.”
Rick pushed himself to his feet and tucked the gun into his waist. “You can’t help it,” he said. “Reggie, give me Mumphrey’s socks.”
Rick took the socks, hot and damp with sweat and thick with ripe pungency, and forced one of them into PFC Cooper’s mouth. She struggled against him, trying to kick him as he pinched her nose and stuffed the cotton past her teeth. Her eyes watered.
“I am sorry,” he said to her. “You really are a beautiful woman. You’re just on the wrong side of things.”
The muscular soldier Rick called Arnold spat onto the floor and protested his fate. “You can’t stuff that in my mouth,” he whined. “I’ll suffocate. I can’t breathe through my nose. You broke it.”
“I need help here,” Rick said dispassionately, moving around to face the man. “Ladies, can you each grab a shoulder? Reggie, please hold his head still. You may need to grab him from the side.”
While the others forcibly restrained the behemoth, Rick straddled the man’s thighs and dangled the sock in front of him.
“We’re all dying here,” Rick said. “Isn’t that what you said? Sooner than later?”
The man’s eyes bulged with fear. He shook his head, blood spattering from his chin. “I won’t be able to breathe,” he said. “Seriously. You’ll kill me.”
Rick looked up at Reggie, who shrugged, and then eased himself to his feet. He backed away from the soldier who was still bound and restrained by the Bucks and Candace.
“All right then,” Rick said. “I’m a compassionate man. I won’t suffocate you. That would be an awful way to go. But I can’t have you calling for help either.”
Rick balled his right hand into a fist and then flexed his fingers, loosening his joints. He paced back and forth, measuring Arnold. He pulled the gun from his waist and aimed it at the soldier. He stepped forward; the soldier squirmed against those holding him. His eyes were wide. His blood-covered chin trembled. He was snorting through his damaged nose.
“Rick,” said Reggie, “you don’t have to do this.”
Rick stepped to the side of the soldier and drew the weapon close to the side of his head. He held it there, between the man’s temple and jaw.
“C’mon, Rick,” said Candace. “This isn’t who you are.”
Reggie’s tone was more urgent. “Rick, you—”
Rick ignored their pleas. In a single motion, he flipped the gun around to hold it by the barrel. He rotated his body to his right and, with all the force he could muster, swung the grip at the soldier’s head. He connected just above the top of his jaw. The soldier’s eyes rolled back and his head snapped from the impact. He was out.
Reggie and Lana helped him sit up, despite him being unconscious. A large knot swelled at the side of his head. Reggie checked his pulse.
“He’s alive,” he said, exhaling. “But you could have killed him.”
“I could’ve,” said Rick. “I probably should have. Look what he did to Mumphrey. And for what?”
Reggie stood and backed away from the bound pair on the floor. “Still—”
“We can debate my morality later,” said Rick. “Right now we need to go. He won’t be out of it for long. We’ve got ten minutes before he’s lucid enough to call for help.”
“Where are we going?” asked Candace.
“Building eight,” said Rick. “That’s our ticket out of here.”
 



CHAPTER 16
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 18 HOURS, 22 MINUTES, 02 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton closed the door to his room behind him and slid the DiaTab in his back pocket. He knew he could navigate the first part of his escape without having to rely on a digital map, and having the DiaTab turned off would further enable to him to move off the bunker’s internal electronic grid.
His heart was pounding with excitement such that his headache had returned. The concussive impact from the plane crash was lingering, as was the ache in his leg. His stride was limp-free, though there was still a dull ache in the wound.
The astronaut knew he couldn’t wait any longer. He needed to move. Having located his would-be accomplice Vihaan Chandra before leaving his room for good, Clayton knew he needed to climb one level to connect with the good doctor.
He walked hurriedly along a hallway, avoiding eye contact with anyone he passed. Clayton was certain someone would recognize him, call him out, turn him in, and put an end to his run. Yet nothing happened and nobody approached him.
Although he’d considered using the elevator to level four to find Chandra, and then working his way into the tunnel system, he knew there were fewer eyes on his level, fewer people who might see him entering a locked, rarely used door. At least, that was his thinking.
From memory he turned left and then right and found an unmarked door with an electronic key panel adjacent to it. Clayton pulled his DiaTab from his pocket and powered it on. He maneuvered through the screens until he found his way back to the administrative screen he’d hacked two hours earlier. Without turning on the locator, he activated the electronic key.
Clayton assumed, and prayed, that because this was an access door to an emergency exit, everyone’s electronic key would work. In an emergency, he presumed, the control center could activate everyone’s DiaTab’s for access to areas they otherwise couldn’t enter with their standard keycards. It was a leap, sure, but he needed to leap. Single footsteps wouldn’t get him home.
He took a deep breath and exhaled, swiping the DiaTab across the panel. The panel lit and a metallic click preceded a hum at the door. He pulled the handle; he was through. He closed the door and turned off the DiaTab.
“That’s one down,” he said aloud, “and a zillion to go.”
Clayton stuffed the DiaTab in his pocket and surveyed his surroundings. He was in a wide tunnel. It stretched fifteen feet across and was a good ten feet in height. It was concrete floor to ceiling, lit in a dim blue hue. It was enough light to see several feet ahead and Clayton began marching forward. Along the roof of the tunnel alongside the blue lighting were long stretches of metal piping. Some of it, Clayton imagined, was plumbing, though most of it was probably electrical. His steps echoing in the hollow rectangular tunnel, he kept moving. When he’d reached a T-intersection, he turned left, walked a few feet, and found another door. This one was labeled STAIRS and there was no key panel.
He gripped the handle and shouldered the door inward. It opened easily into a familiar-looking concrete and metal stairwell, much like he’d seen in parking lots and hotels. It was also lit in a pale, dim blue that washed the walls with a hue that made them look like walls at an aquarium.
He let go of the door and gently pushed it closed, then two at a time, bounded the steps toward level three. The adrenaline coursing through his body numbed the aches and pains he’d felt minutes earlier. So far, so good.
Clayton finished the flight of stairs and found the wall stenciled “Meteorology, Climatology, and Environmental Engineering” at the landing for level four. He tried the door that he assumed led into the secure area. It opened. But instead of being in the secure area closest to where Chandra was working, Clayton found himself in another tunnel. His eyes widened and for an instant his muscles froze with panic.
“It’s all right,” he told himself. “Not a big deal. Just another tunnel.”
Clayton retraced the path he’d taken a floor below until he reached its end. There, he found a door with an adjacent keypad. He repeated his effort with his DiaTab, and the door clicked and buzzed. He pulled the handle and confidently walked through the opening.
The ambience was remarkably different. It was abuzz with activity, but nobody seemed to pay attention to him. They were engrossed with whatever populated their DiaTabs or seemed hurried and distracted from whatever was going on around them.
This is good, Clayton thought to himself. He pulled out his DiaTab, pretending to swipe its screen as he moved toward a bank of Telenet monitors, which appeared to display the outdoors. He presumed they were feeds from security cameras.
The floors clicked hollowly as he stepped across the large lacquered black tiles. Clayton stopped at the monitors, and from the corners of his eyes he watched the hive activity around him.
The people crossing the space all moved with a familiarity those in building three didn’t seem to possess. True, he’d not seen much of the complex other than his cell and the cafeteria, but this space seemed different. It lacked the newness of the other areas, as if the orientation here had occurred some time ago. They walked with purpose and direction, their shoes squeaking as they crossed what Clayton assumed was a lobby.
He searched the walls for the stenciled guidance he’d seen elsewhere but couldn’t find it. There were no clues as to exactly where on the floor he should go. He turned on his DiaTab, hoping he could access the locator with the help of Telenet. His device was cycling when someone tapped Clayton on his shoulder.
“May I help you?”
Clayton turned to face a smallish bald man. He was tanned and a few wisps of hair crossed his smooth scalp. His left eye twitched. Clayton offered a smile.
“May I help you?” the man repeated. “You appear to be lost.”
Clayton looked at the name stitched onto the man’s white lab coat pocket. “Dr. Rector?” he asked. “Perfect. You’re the man I was here to find.”
Rector tilted his head suspiciously to one side. His left eye twitched again. “Is that so?”
“Yes,” said Clayton. “I was sent here to have you guide me into the meteorological laboratory. Unfortunately, I’m having trouble with my DiaTab and I couldn’t call up the right information to locate you.”
Rector tilted his head in the other direction and narrowed his eyes. He pursed his lips and then motioned, craning his neck, toward the elevator on the other side of the lobby.
“You had clearance to come to this floor?” he asked. “To find me and the meteorological lab?”
Clayton nodded earnestly. “Yes. This place is like Fort Knox, am I right?”
Rector’s expression flattened. He tucked his hands into his lab coat pockets and took a step back, away from Clayton. “What’s your name?” he asked.
Clayton fumbled with his DiaTab, thinking of the best possible response. He wasn’t about to give the twitchy scientist his real name. He’d be toast.
“I’m Alan Bean,” he said. “I’m a liaison for Chip Treadgold.”
Rector took another step back, his eyes widening, and tugged at his collar. His eye twitched again and he rubbed it with a knuckle. “Treadgold?” he said. “You work for Treadgold?”
“Yes,” said Clayton, sensing an opening. “He’s not going to like it if I’m delayed. I need to get a message to your lab and one of the technicians there.”
“Which technician?”
“Vihaan Chandra.”
“Huh,” said Rector. “Alan Bean, you said? That name is familiar.”
“It should be,” said Clayton. “People know me.”
Rector nodded. “Okay then, I’ll take you there. Please stay with me, however. You cannot be unattended once we leave the lobby.”
“Understood,” said Clayton, exhaling with relief. “Lead the way.”
Rector led Clayton past the monitors and into a darkened corridor. As they moved through the hallway, lights flickered to illuminate their path. Others in lab coats squeezed past them, scurrying in the opposite direction.
“Here we are,” said Rector. “I’ll bring him out. I can’t have you in the lab no matter who you paint yourself to be, Mr. Bean.”
Clayton stood in the hall and peered past Rector through the open door when the scientist stepped into the lab. He couldn’t see much other than a couple of manned computer terminals.
In the way of the nonstop foot traffic, Clayton stepped out of the walkway and leaned against the wall. So far, so good. He nervously tapped a random rhythm against the wall with his fingers. Several minutes passed and Clayton looked back down the corridor toward where he and Rector had come from. The longer this took, the more vulnerable he was, the more likely it was Rector had figured him out and had led him to a trap. Then the door opened.
Rector poked out his head. “It seems he’s not here,” said the scientist. His left eye twitched. “He’s on his way, though. So wait right there.”
He slipped back into the closed lab and Clayton replayed his conversation with Rector in his mind and it hit him. Rector had his number.
Clayton cursed, pushed himself from the wall, and joined the flow of traffic leading back to the lobby. Within a minute, he was safely back in the tunnel and headed to the stairwell. Sweat formed at his temples and on the back of his neck. He cursed himself again.
“I thought I played the perfect Jedi mind trick on that lab-coated stormtrooper,” he mumbled. “Thought I was clever using the name Alan Bean. Nope. Totally stupid.”
He imitated Rector’s voice. “Yes,” he mimicked, “come with me. I’ll lead you right to your destruction.”
In is haste and arrogance, Clayton had given Rector the name of a legendary NASA astronaut. Alan Bean was on Apollo 12, the fourth man to walk on the moon, and in his later years, he became a painter.
Rector had said, “No matter who you paint yourself to be, Mr. Bean.” He knew it was a lie.
Clayton’s cover was blown. There was no telling where Chandra was. Getting out of the underground hell was going to be near impossible. He cursed again as he turned the corner, opened the stairwell door, and made his way toward the top level, where he’d find the emergency exit.
He was one flight from the top when he heard a door close on a lower level. It echoed up the concrete tube of the well. Clayton stopped, his hand on the cold metal railing, and listened. When the echo of the door dissipated, he could hear steps. More than one person was quickly ascending the stairs.
They were coming for him.
Clayton grabbed the railing and pulled himself upward. He looked over the railing and into the well. He could hear the steps, but he didn’t see his pursuers. Faster he climbed until he reached the top level.
He reached the door and fumbled with his DiaTab, his sweaty hands making it tough to manipulate the screen. He swiped it across the keypad and the door clicked open. He knew the loud hum was a giveaway to the people chasing him, but he had no choice.
He pulled on the door and found himself in another tunnel. Unlike the other floors, this one offered Clayton two choices. He could go right or left. He exhaled and cursed, closing his eyes to imagine the schematic of the train system. He knew this tunnel would lead him parallel to the tracks and ultimately to building five.
He envisioned the layout. It was essentially a pentagonal shape with building one at the top. The building numbers increased clockwise. At the moment, he was in building three. He’d need to move to two, then down to one and five.
He started left. He tried running, but the ache in his injured leg had returned, throbbing when he put weight on it. Nonetheless, he pushed forward as quickly as he could, resisting the temptation to look over his shoulder every couple of steps. He kept reminding himself of the complexity of the tunnel system.
There was no straight line out of the bunkers. He’d successfully found his way from his cell to the emergency exit, which put him in building three. Now he was working his way to the building two stairwell. It would lead him deep underground to level five. At that point, there should be another tunnel leading to buildings one and five. From there, he could access the elevator’s mechanical access and climb his way to the surface. At least, that was still his hope.
“It’s like freaking M.C. Escher designed this place,” he grumbled under his breath. “Up one, down two, over three, down four, up five. Ridiculous. Where are the stairs that have no ending and no beginning? Where are those?”
He kept chugging and had put at least a hundred yards between the entrance door and his position when he heard the echo of the door buzzing. His pursuers were in the tunnel with him.
Clayton checked over his shoulder and saw nothing, but accelerated his pace. Wincing against the now-stinging pain in his leg, he pushed harder against his good leg to propel himself along the corridor, which now curved to the right. He had to be getting close to building two.
A hitch in his side sucked the wind from his lungs and Clayton slowed for a moment. He licked his dry lips and stretched his right arm high above his head, working out the cramp.
He could hear the echoes of footsteps clacking off the concrete as the people giving chase kept moving. Clayton sucked in as deep a breath as he could and started moving again. He stopped when he heard a voice.
“Clayton! It’s me, Vihaan Chandra. Please stop. Please wait for me. Clayton!”
Clayton did stop. He listened to the call twice more before deciding it was the scientist. He recognized the lilt of his voice even with the concrete echo distorting it.
“Who’s with you?” he called back.
“Bert Martin,” said Chandra. His voice was getting louder. “He’s a security expert.”
Clayton started walking toward Chandra. He didn’t say anything at first.
“You there?” Chandra called.
“Yeah,” said Clayton. “Who else?”
Chandra was huffing now. “Nobody.”
Clayton saw their shadows first. They stretched along the concrete wall, cast there by the overhead tunnel lighting. There were only two shadows. Seconds later, the men emerged and approached him. All three of the men struggled for breath.
The man with Chandra smiled at Clayton and offered his hand. “Bert,” he said. “Pleasure.”
Clayton, bent over at his waist, took his hand from his knee and shook Bert’s hand. “Nice to meet you. So you’re a security expert?”
Martin shrugged. “I helped with the design here. I know some backdoors.”
Clayton motioned toward the direction from which he’d come and started walking that way again. The men followed. They walked in silence for fifty yards or so, the only sounds their footsteps and heavy breaths.
“Backdoors,” Clayton said out of nowhere. “That how you found me?”
“Not exactly,” said Martin. “Your DiaTab was turned off. The tracker is disabled.”
“I found a backdoor,” said Clayton.
“Impressive, said Martin. “It’s simple in design but not intuitive. Well done.”
“I try,” said Clayton. “So how did you find me?”
“I told Chandra about the tunnel and stairwell system that leads to building five,” said Martin. “It’s the only way out.”
“For us,” said Chandra. “It’s the only way out for us.”
“Essentially that’s true,” said Martin. “So when I saw you’d accessed the emergency exit key panel using your DiaTab in building four, I knew you had to have figured it out.”
“We didn’t know you’d be coming for me, though,” said Chandra. “That was a surprise.”
“It was probably not the best idea either,” said Martin. “Because now they’re looking for us. They know the two of you are scheming something. You trying to reach Chandra in his lab was a total tip-off.”
Clayton pointed toward a door on the left side of the tunnel and the trio stopped. There was a keypad and Clayton pulled out his DiaTab to access it. Bert stopped him.
“Don’t use that again,” he said. “They’re looking for you. Before, your access was hidden among a thousand alerts. Now they’re zeroing in on it.”
Clayton’s eyes widened. “So they know we’re in this tunnel?”
Bert smirked and held up a device that appeared similar to a DiaTab but was slightly larger. “Not exactly. I erased your last two key swipes and then ghosted them on two different panels. They think you’re somewhere in building four.”
“So nobody knows we’re here?” asked Clayton.
Bert punched a key sequence into the access panel and the door clicked open. “Not at the moment,” he said, ushering Chandra and Clayton through the open door. “But once they figure out I’m not where I’m supposed to be, they’ll put two and two together.”
“Can’t you just shut everything down?” asked Clayton. “Then we have free access and they’ll never track us until we’re about to bolt.”
“Not yet,” Bert replied. “If I do it now, they have an override. It takes about fifteen minutes to reboot the system. I need to wait to shut down the system until we’re almost free.”
Clayton bounded down the stairwell, sliding his hand along the metal railing for balance. He looked at Chandra when he reached the second landing. “Where did you find this guy, and why is he helping us?”
“Chance and pity,” said Chandra.
Bert chuckled nervously. “I’m helping you because this place is not exactly what I was told it would be. They never said it would be a prison. They never told me what their plans were.”
“Thank you,” said Clayton. “Whatever your reason.”
The men descended three more flights. Moving swiftly down the well, they reached the fifth level, where the stairs ended. They couldn’t go any lower.
“What now?” asked Clayton. “Don’t we move to buildings one and then five?”
“That’s the plan,” said Bert. He entered a sequence into a door-side panel and it clicked. “These are default test codes. They activate every coded door. Nobody will have any clue which doors we’ve manually accessed or where we are.”
Clayton swung open the door to move through. “Why are some doors coded and others not?”
Bert shrugged. “A handful of the stairwell and tunnel doors don’t have codes. It’s for ease of movement in emergencies, though all of them are within the secure perimeter of at least one other coded door.”
“So when we reach building five, you’ll shut off the Li-Fi?”
Bert slapped Clayton on the back. “Well done. Exactly. We’ll power off the lights and embedded network. It’ll reset fifteen minutes later.”
Chandra was huffing as the men rounded the tunnel toward building one. He tugged on his pants to pull them up. Clayton slowed and kept even with the scientist, letting Bert take the lead.
“You okay?” he asked Chandra.
“Yeah,” Chandra said breathlessly. “I’ll be fine. I’m out of shape. My wife always told me to take better care of myself.”
“You’ll be okay,” Clayton said. “We’re almost there.”
Chandra huffed and plugged along. He smiled weakly. His face was glistening with sweat in the relative warmth of the fifth level.
Focusing on Chandra distracted Clayton from the pulsing throb in his leg. It was getting worse and it only exacerbated his intensifying headache. He licked his dry lips and smacked his tongue. “We’ve got to get some fluids,” he said. “I’m getting dehydrated. Chandra is sweating out his bodyweight in water. Any ideas, Bert?”
Bert was a good five or six strides ahead. Rather than stopping, he turned and walked backwards as he answered Clayton’s question. “There’s a storage closet near the elevator’s mechanical access,” he said. “If I remember correctly, there’s a sink. We can get water there. We’re ten minutes from it.”
That ten minutes felt like thirty to Clayton. But the sink was there. All three of them quenched their collective thirst. Bert checked his DiaWatch and then tapped and swiped his version of the DiaTab. “All right. The elevator access is monitored. There are cameras and trip alarms. Once I enter a code on this tablet, all of that gets shut down. It also means we’re climbing the elevator access in the dark.”
“Wait, what?” said Clayton.
“We’ve got fifteen minutes to climb the ladder,” said Bert. “Then the system reboots and they’ll see us.”
“Can’t you shut it off again?”
Bert nodded. “Yes, but it has to come back on first and there will be a tracer icon on the security display, identifying where the system was shut down. So in that split second before I can shut it back down, they’ll know where we are.”
“Yeah,” Clayton said. “Let’s give that a go.”
“Are we climbing to the top?” asked Chandra, his voice cracking.
“Yes,” Bert replied.
“And that’s where we’ll find the garage,” said Clayton.
“You know about the garage?” asked Bert. “Of course you do. Yes, the garage.”
“That’s how we get out of here,” said Clayton. “And how I get home.”
Bert’s finger hovered over the tablet. “You ready?” he asked, eyeing both men.
“Ready,” said Chandra.
“Ready,” said Clayton.
Bert typed the sequence and the tunnel instantly snapped into darkness. “Let’s do this.”
 



CHAPTER 17
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 2:20PM CST
JOHNSON SPACE CENTER
Jackie Shepard turned one last time, the third look back in a dozen steps, to wave goodbye to Betty Brown. They’d had their differences, but there was something final about her departure that filled Jackie with an unexpected melancholy.
She and Clayton had lived across from the Brown family for years. They were as familiar as the twisting, knotted crape myrtles in their front yard or the warped wooden driveway joint that Clayton repeatedly promised to fix but never managed to put atop his list of things to do. There was an odd comfort in the trees and the trip hazard and the neighbors across the street.
“Talk soon,” Jackie said to Betty, more out of habit than a belief she truly would. Chances were they’d never see each other again. Jackie didn’t know why. She couldn’t put her finger on it, she just knew.
“Sounds good,” replied Betty, a surprising lilt in her voice. Jackie surmised she too knew they wouldn’t talk soon.
“C’mon, Mom,” said Marie. “We gotta go. I want to get back to the house as fast as we can.”
Jackie sidled up next to her daughter and nudged her. “For someone who didn’t want to leave, you’re in a hurry.”
Marie rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to leave. I think it’s stupid. But if we have to go, I don’t want to linger in no-man’s-land.”
Chris, thumbs tucked under the straps of his backpack, was a couple of steps behind both of them. “No-man’s-land? What’s that mean?”
“It’s like the part where people shouldn’t be,” Marie said over her shoulder. “Like the Wild West.”
Jackie nudged her daughter again, less playfully than before. She shot Marie an arched-brow warning and spoke under her breath. “Don’t frighten your brother. Not cool.”
Chris jogged to catch up with them, his pack bouncing on his back. “Wild West?”
Marie looked at her mother and then at Chris. “I’m just kidding. They wouldn’t let us leave if it was dangerous.”
“Oh,” Chris said, his squeezed expression relaxing. “I was gonna say you had me worried.”
The three of them and Nikki approached the entrance gate. The same guard who’d given them access to JSC was standing outside the guard shack. He was still in uniform, though it looked worse for wear, as did he. His eyes carried the same blank stare as most people wore a week into the apocalypse.
Nikki stepped ahead of Jackie and approached the guard. “You have our guns?”
The guard slid inside the shack, motioning for Nikki to join him. He keyed open a black safe and swung open its door. Without saying anything, he handed Nikki the first of the two weapons they’d reluctantly surrendered when entering the complex.
Nikki took the Glock 17 and eyed the guard. “The mag better be full,” she said. “Ammo is as precious as gold these days.”
“It’s all there,” said the guard.
Nikki slid the magazine from the Glock’s grip and checked it. She pressed the top of the spring-loaded bullets, felt it was at capacity, and slapped it back into the gun.
“Satisfied?” he asked.
She pulled the slide back to chamber a round then tucked the Glock 17 into her waistband at the small of her back, tucking it under her backpack. “I will be when I check the nineteen,” she said, holding out her hand.
The guard clucked his tongue and reached into the safe. He withdrew the Glock 19, the second of their two weapons, and handed it over. Nikki took it and repeated the ammo check.
“We’re all good here,” she said. “I gotta sign anything?”
“No,” the guard said. “A thank you would be nice though.”
Nikki faked a wide smile. “Thanks,” she said with a sweetness that dripped with sarcasm. “I appreciate you keeping our guns for us in a box and then kindly returning them to us.”
He smirked and waved her out of the shack. “Much better. You know I’m just doing my job.”
Nikki backed out into the street and hiked the backpack up onto her shoulders. She handed the Glock to Jackie and looked at the guard over her shoulder as they walked toward the main road. “We all are,” she said.
Jackie pulled back the slide and tucked the gun into the front of her waistband. “What was that about?” she asked. “He give you any trouble?”
Nikki shook her head. “No. I didn’t like the idea of handing over our guns, like we’re criminals or something.”
The group started trekking toward Jackie’s house. They’d not been at JSC for twenty-four hours and already the world felt different. It was quiet. Even the birds were silent. There was no wind, and the humidity had returned. They’d walked about a half mile and the Space Center was no longer visible. The kids were ten yards ahead, their packs bouncing as they trudged forward.
“What time is it?” asked Jackie.
“I don’t know,” Nikki said. “Two thirty. Could be three o’clock. Why?”
Jackie spoke softly enough for only Nikki to hear her. “Something is off.”
Nikki’s eyes narrowed with concern. “What do you mean?”
Jackie shook her head, her eyes scanning their surroundings.
“What?” Nikki said, pressing the issue. “Is this intuition, or do you see something?”
“I don’t see anything,” Jackie said, “but it’s like we’re being watched.”
“Huh,” Nikki said. “I usually get the feels when something’s up. I have a pretty good sixth sense. No alarms are going off though.”
Jackie shrugged, focusing on their surroundings, trying to home in on whatever it was that made the hair on her neck stand on end. They were in the middle of the street, maneuvering amongst the abandoned cars and trucks. Most of them had shattered windows, their trunks popped open. Spare tires, random bits of clothing, and empty food containers littered the asphalt.
Occasionally she’d get a whiff of urine or something even more malodorous. Surveying the wasteland that was once one of the busiest thoroughfares in her Houston suburb, she unconsciously rested one hand on the protruding handgun grip.
How many days had it been? A week? No, less than a week.
Her surroundings looked so much worse than what she’d have expected only a week into the crisis. She stepped over the carcass of a dead, half-eaten cat and held her hand over her mouth. Passing another car, a bright blue Volkswagen sedan, there was a body wrapped in a blanket in its backseat. She couldn’t tell if the person was sleeping or dead until it shuffled and tugged the blanket farther over its head.
Nikki snapped her fingers in front of Jackie’s eyes. “You’ve slowed down. The kids are getting pretty far ahead of us. We should catch up.”
Jackie took an elongated stride to kick-start her acceleration. The kids were side by side, helping each other through and around the obstacle course. Jackie smiled at Chris holding his hand out to direct Marie around some broken glass. She tiptoed around the trash and followed her brother closer to the shoulder of the road.
Her eyes drifted from the kids back to a shuttered strip center on the opposite side of the road. The doors were off their hinges at several of the stores. There were opened cardboard boxes of various sizes littering the parking lot. Nikki caught her attention again, though this time it wasn’t to speed her up. She was screaming Marie’s name.
Jackie snapped her attention to where she’d last seen her children. It took her a moment to process what she was seeing. There were two large figures, probably men, dressed in all black. One of them was holding Marie on the ground. The other had Chris by the back of the neck, keeping him from helping his sister. Instinctively she yelled for her children and took off running. Nikki was a good five yards ahead of her, but stopped short of the kids. Jackie couldn’t understand why until she slid to a stop next to her friend.
The man on the ground was holding a knife to Marie’s neck. He had her pinned with his weight. He was a large man, overweight but muscular. He was breathing heavily. Marie was lying awkwardly on the grass at the shoulder of the road, her backpack still attached to her shoulder by a single strap.
The man holding Chris didn’t appear to have a weapon, but had an arm wrapped around his neck, holding the boy close to his body. Chris was struggling but wasn’t strong enough to free himself or cause the man much concern.
“I don’t want to hurt the girl,” said the man, his voice shaky but earnest. Jackie believed him. He didn’t want to hurt her, but he would if pushed to it.
“Let her go,” Jackie urged. “Let them both go. We’ll give you whatever you want.”
The men exchanged glances. Their eyes were wild, unable to focus. The one holding Marie was shaking.
Jackie swallowed hard. “It’ll be okay, kids,” she said. “They’re not going to hurt you. You’re okay.”
Both children whimpered. Chris stopped struggling. Tears streaked down Marie’s face, dripping onto the backpack and the ground underneath her.
“Give us your stuff,” said the shaking man. “Now! We don’t want to hurt your kids, but you need to hand over your packs.”
Nikki held her hands out in front of her. She took a step in front of Jackie, nearly moving directly between Jackie and the man holding Marie at knifepoint. She spoke clearly, as if she was in control.
“You’re right,” Nikki said. “You don’t want to hurt her. That would be very bad for you. What is it you want specifically?”
“Are you deaf?” the man holding Chris blurted. “We need whatever you’ve got.”
“Everything,” echoed the man on the ground.
Nikki’s hands were still in front of her. Her arms were extended straight. “I can’t do that,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at Jackie. “We can’t do that. Be reasonable, fellas.”
The man on the ground chuckled, revealing a wide gap between what was left of his front teeth. As he spoke, it became evident he was injured. His lips were swollen, and the upper lip was split at the corner.
“Reasonable?” He cackled. “What’s reasonable? Nothing’s reasonable. Give us everything you have.”
Jackie shrugged off her pack, ready to hand it over.
Nikki shook her head and took a step forward. “All right,” she said. “We can bargain here, right? We can give you what you need and then you can give us the kids back.”
The shaking man withdrew the knife from Marie’s neck and pointed it at Jackie while he talked directly to Nikki. “You best follow her lead. Give us the packs.”
Nikki took another step. “Yeah, you best follow my lead.”
“Nikki,” Jackie said, “these are my children. I—”
“Hang on, Jackie,” she said, waving her hand. “These guys are reasonable. If I give them my pack, that’s all they need. They’re frightened because somebody took everything from them. They got taken and they’re desperate. Am I right?”
The men looked at each other and then at Jackie. The trembling man holding Marie nodded. “It doesn’t matter,” he snapped. “What happened doesn’t matter. I don’t have time for this psychobabble bullsh—”
“Take my pack,” Nikki said. “Let go of the girl and you get my pack. You’re reasonable. I can tell you’re a good man. You’re desperate, that’s all. You’ll take what we give you. I’m giving you my pack in exchange for Marie there. Her name is Marie.”
The man’s eyes danced from person to person as he considered the offer. His features softened for an instant before they curled into an angry squeeze and he tightened his grip on Marie. “You’re not telling us what’s going to happen,” he snarled. “I’m keeping the girl. You give the bag to Otto.”
Nikki glanced at the other man. “Otto?”
The man nodded.
“Then let go of my son,” said Jackie. “His name is Chris. Let go of Chris.”
Otto loosened his grip on Chris and Nikki removed her pack and offered it at arm’s length. Still holding Chris by his shoulder, Otto reached his hand out.
At the moment he opened his hand to take the bag, a percussive blast echoed in the still air and a red circle bloomed at his temple. Otto’s mouth dropped open and he collapsed to the ground, blood leaking from the bullet hole in the side of his head.
Startled, the other man turned his body away from Marie, lifting up his torso and putting several inches between the knife blade and Marie’s neck. Nikki, unfazed by the gunshot, pulled the Glock from her back and fired a trio of quick shots at the man as she advanced toward him.
He dropped onto his back next to Marie, gasping for air and grasping at the wounds in his neck and chest. Marie rolled away from him, scrambled to her feet, and ran to her mother.
Nikki took a final step forward and put one foot on the man’s bleeding chest, putting a fourth bullet in his face.
“That’ll end your misery,” she muttered. Crouching down, she searched his jacket and pants for anything useful. The knife and a pack of matches was it. She looked back at Jackie and the kids. They were huddled together, crying and hugging, unaware of their surroundings.
Nikki looked past them back toward the path they’d traveled for the source of the gunshot that saved them. At first she couldn’t see anything; then she saw a large figure approaching rapidly, carrying a rifle with him.
“Get down,” Nikki said, brushing past the Shepards and toward the gunman. “Get behind that car. Now!”
Jackie guided the children behind a stalled Nissan and got low to the ground. Her arms were still wrapped around them, comforting them while they hid. She peered over Marie’s head and around the rear of the car, finding Nikki marching toward an armed man. Nikki’s arms were extended as she pressed forward with the gun leveled at the stranger.
“Wait here,” she said to her children’s protest. She tugged herself free of their persistent hands and drew the Glock from her waist. Still crouched low, she checked the weapon, making sure a round was in the chamber. Her children’s faces were pale, their puffy eyes reddened from their tears. She bit her lip.
“I’ll be right back,” she said. “Stay here.”
Before either child could argue, she was racing toward Nikki. Jackie held the weapon at the ground, gripping it with both hands. Seconds later she reached Nikki and the stranger. His hands were above his head. He’d put the rifle on the ground.
“—trying to help,” he said with a deep Southern drawl. “I heard you scream.”
“Back away from the rifle,” Nikki said to the stranger. “Three big steps.”
The man rolled his eyes and took three large steps, counting them. He was graying at the temples. His hair was disheveled and the shag growing on his face was wiry and unkempt. His eyes carried the same mix of shock, sadness, and exhaustion as most people. His face was long and thin, but beneath his long-sleeved Lyle Lovett concert T-shirt, he held onto the remnants of a spare tire. His faded jeans were ripped along one side and stained with dirt from the thighs to the shins. He wore canvas athletic shoes and dog tags around his neck.
“That good?” he asked. “Seriously, I’m on your side here.”
“What side is that?” asked Nikki.
He shrugged. “Decency?”
“Where did you come from?” Jackie asked, joining the conversation. “How did you see us?”
The man motioned over his shoulder to his right. “I was in that Volkswagen,” he said, his words drawn longer by his accent. “The blue one. I was sleeping when I heard a noise. It was you two talking. Or maybe it was the girl down there. I don’t know, but you woke me up.”
“I saw you,” Jackie said. “You were under a blanket.”
The man looked at the ground. His cheeks flushed. “I’ve been sleeping where I can,” he said, eyeing the women again. “Just moving along, that’s all.”
“What about the rifle?” asked Nikki.
“Protection,” he said incredulously. “You both have guns, right?”
Jackie looked down at the rifle and then over her shoulder at the dead men on the shoulder of the road. It had to be fifty yards. “Military?”
He took the tags in his hands. “No, I’m a hunter. Deer, coyote, hogs. My wife was the soldier. These were hers. She’d have killed me if I hadn’t helped you, so…”
Nikki looked back at Jackie. “Well, don’t I feel like an ass?”
Jackie grinned. “Thank you,” she said. “From both of us.”
“Thank you,” said Nikki.
“You’re welcome,” he said. “Can I grab my rifle? I mean, if I was gonna use it against you, I already would have.”
Nikki eyed the weapon and then looked at Jackie. Jackie nodded her approval.
He stepped forward and bent down to pick up the rifle. “Thank you. Could I ask for a favor?”
“What?” asked Nikki.
“You have any food in those packs?” he asked. “I haven’t eaten since my car died. I was on a road trip south to hunt in Edinburg and—”
“Of course,” Jackie said and waved him to follow them back to the kids. “The kids will want to thank you too.”
He sighed with relief. “Thank you. I’d be in better shape if the power went out after I’d bagged some game.”
“Where are you from?” asked Nikki, trailing behind Jackie and the stranger.
“Oklahoma,” he said. “Stillwater. I worked maintenance at OSU.”
“Can’t get home?” Nikki asked.
“Trying,” he said. “Made it this far from Victoria, where the car died. About a hundred forty miles down, only five hundred fifty to go. You got far to go?”
“No,” said Jackie. “A mile or two. We live near here. We’re heading back home.”
Marie and Chris emerged from behind the Nissan and stepped toward their mom, their eyes glued to the man with the rifle. They stood close to each other, holding hands. Chris was rubbing Marie’s thumb with his.
“Kids,” Jackie said, “this is Mr…?”
“Salt.”
“This is Mr. Salt. He’s the one who helped us.”
“Thank you,” they said in unison.
Chris pointed at the body of the man who’d been holding Marie. “Nikki killed that one.”
Holding the rifle on his shoulder by its stock, Salt walked over to the body. He grunted and looked over at Nikki. “I saw you in the scope when I moved over to take him out. You did my work for me.”
“You’re welcome,” said Nikki.
Salt walked back to Nikki, his eyes narrowed and his head tilted to one side. “Have we ever met before? You look really familiar.”
“I don’t think so,” she said. “I get that a lot.”
Salt wagged a finger. “I know you.”
“She’s Deep Six Nikki,” Chris said.
Nikki, crouching in front of her open backpack, shot Chris a look. Chris smirked.
Salt’s jaw dropped. “The MMA fighter?”
Nikki pulled a can from the pack. “You wanted food? How’s refried beans?”
Salt took another step forward and then squatted next to Nikki. “If you don’t mind my saying, your fight against Laura Lingo was like watching a young Tyson against, well, anyone. I mean, you dominated her. You had that one move. What was it called? The shutdown something.”
Nikki set the can on the ground and withdrew a box of uncooked pasta. “Shutoff valve,” she said, shaking the pasta. “Noodles okay?”
Salt snapped his fingers and smiled. “The shutoff valve! That’s right. Darn near suffocated poor Lingo with that move.”
Nikki fished through the pack and found a six-ounce bottle of water. She set it on the ground next to the noodles and beans.
“I’ll take whatever you got,” he said. “I wasn’t taught to discriminate. Given my current situation, I’m not about to start. You were a heck of a fighter, by the way. Heck of a fighter.”
“I don’t fight anymore,” she said. “I gave it up.”
Salt nodded toward the dead man on the shoulder. “I wouldn’t agree with that. He probably wouldn’t either.”
Nikki found a package of tuna in her bag and added it to the haul. She looked at Salt and then at the dead man, his eyes fixed open with the same shock they’d revealed when she put the first bullet in his neck. She glanced at the kids. They were watching her dole out the food.
“Yeah.” She shrugged. “It’s not the same thing. You good with this? Some protein, some starches. They should give you energy.”
“I’ve got a couple cans of kids’ pasta too,” said Jackie. “You have a can opener?”
Salt shook his head. “Just a canteen back in the car, the blanket, my rifle, some extra ammo and a couple of hand warmers. That’s it.”
Nikki pulled the dead man’s knife from her bag and stuck it in the dirt at the shoulder of the road. “You can have this,” she said. “It’ll make do as a can opener.”
“Y’all have been mighty nice,” said Salt. He pushed himself to his feet and the women handed him the food. He cradled it against his chest, managing somehow despite still holding the rifle. “I appreciate you.”
“We appreciate you,” said Jackie. “Good luck.”
“You too,” said Salt.
He backed up a couple steps, turned around, and marched back to the Volkswagen.
Nikki zipped up her pack and heaved it onto her back.
“That man gives me hope,” said Jackie, watching him walk away.
Nikki checked her Glock and adjusted it against the small of her back. “How so?”
“He helped us,” said Jackie. “In a world where every stranger seems to be out for himself at the expense of others, he took a risk. He saved my kids.”
“I guess,” said Nikki. “Let’s get going. These jerks put us behind.”
Jackie adjusted the pack on her back. “We’ll be fine.”
If she only believed it…
 



CHAPTER 18
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 2:47 PM CST
TAYLOR, TEXAS
Kenny snuck a peek around the corner and slid back into hiding next to his father. “Is that building eight?” he asked. “It looks like there’s an eight next to the door.”
Rick peered past the edge of the concrete wall that gave them cover. “I think it is. Good eyes.”
They’d successfully crossed the camp towards its southern edge. At times blending in with other prisoners, at times ducking for cover, they’d managed to move within a matter of minutes. They couldn’t know how long they’d have before the unconscious, ungagged soldier would awaken and have the presence of mind to call for help.
Once that happened, they’d be screwed, so they moved as swiftly as possible. Reggie and Rick had helped Mumphrey together, each of them draping an arm across their shoulders and carrying him like a wounded soldier from a battlefield.
Mumphrey was in and out of consciousness. Blood dripped from his bright red lips, leaving an intermittent trail of their path across the camp. He occasionally mumbled or coughed. Otherwise, he was fading.
Rick eyed the others in the group. “We move fast, but we walk. Running will call attention to us. Once we get there, we get inside and regroup.”
“What if there are soldiers in there?” asked Candace.
“Reggie and I are armed. We do what we have to do.”
“They’re American soldiers,” she said. “We can’t just—”
“I know who they are,” Rick cut in. “But thinking that way got Gus and Karen killed. It got Mumphrey beaten to a pulp. We have to do what we have to do. It’s them or us. Damned if I let it be us.”
Candace nodded. “Okay.”
Rick took Mumphrey’s arm, draped it across his shoulder, and held the old man’s wrist. With the gun tucked in the front of his waistband, he took his other hand and held it around Mumphrey’s back. When he adjusted his grip, Mumphrey lifted his head and turned toward Rick.
“Hey,” he said, barely above a whisper, “I do appreciate you. You didn’t have to let me tag along. Like I said—”
“Save your energy, Mumphrey,” said Rick. “I know you’re thankful. I’m thankful to have you.”
Mumphrey smiled and lowered his head. He closed his eyes and pressed tears from the corners. They leaked down the sides of his face, mixing with the stain of blood on his stubbled chin.
“All right,” Rick said to the group. “Ready?”
A chorus of subdued acknowledgements told Rick it was time. “Let’s go.”
Rick leaned forward and, together with Reggie, led Mumphrey at a brisk pace across an open courtyard. To their left was a small encampment of a dozen people huddled around a tent. They were sitting on the ground in clusters of two and three each, not paying attention to anything outside their own conversations. To their right was what Rick supposed was the mess hall. There was a long line of people waiting to go inside the building. Opposite them, others filtered out one at a time carrying small bags or pieces of fruit. Guards were positioned at both the entrance and exit, controlling the traffic. They either didn’t notice or chose to ignore Rick and his companions.
They were halfway to their destination when a sharp pain exploded in Rick’s lower back, sending jolts of electricity down his leg and into his side. His lower back was on the verge of seizing, but he ignored the tension and pushed forward toward building eight.
Kenny had hustled to his left side. He was moving his legs twice as fast as the adults to keep pace, but he was doing it. He looked up at Rick, his eyebrows knitted with concern.
“You okay, Dad?” he asked. “You need help?”
Rick adjusted his hold on Mumphrey. “Thanks, I’m good. Why don’t you move ahead of us and check the door? Knock. See if they let you in.”
Kenny’s eyes brightened. “Okay,” he said and sped up. He was on the verge of running but maintained a fast walk. He quickly reached the front of the building and paused at the entrance, looking back at Rick.
Rick nodded at him and Kenny knocked on the door. He stood there dancing in place, like a kid having to go to the bathroom, and knocked again.
“What are you going to do if they open it and let him in?” asked Reggie. “He’s a kid.”
“Exactly,” huffed Rick. “He’s a kid. They won’t suspect anything. I just sent him there to see if the place is empty.”
“Huh,” said Reggie. “Good idea.”
Kenny had knocked again by the time they’d reached building eight. He was still dancing in place. “Nobody’s here, Dad.”
“I know,” Rick said. “You gotta go?”
“No,” said Kenny. “I’m just anxious.”
Rick loosened his hold on Mumphrey. Reggie held the ailing man upright while Rick tried the door. It was unlocked. He shouldered it open and hustled the group inside. He closed it but left it unlocked. Before he saw the contents of the space, he could smell it. Freshly cut wood spiced with the faintest hint of pine.
He turned around and saw palettes of rectangular coffins. The boxes were identical to the ones he and Kenny had seen the involuntary undertakers put into the ground.
Reggie helped Mumphrey to a chair and sat him down gently. “Coffins?” he asked. “I don’t understand. Why are there so many coffins?”
“People keep dying,” said Kenny. “My dad and I saw men putting them in the ground at the edge of the woods outside the camp. There were big holes. Deep holes.”
Mumphrey raised his head and chuckled through what had become a gargling cough. “I’m not dead. I’m still here.”
“What are we doing?” asked Candace. “What is this?”
Rick held up a finger. “Give me a minute.” He walked from the group toward the rows of open pine boxes. Each of them had a lid leaning against its side. At the back of the room next to a rolling bay door were four that were closed. Rick wove his way through the collection to the closed boxes and lifted one of the lids.
The scent of pine was immediately replaced with the foul odor of rot. Inside the box was the stiffened body of an overweight middle-aged man. His eyes were closed, but his mouth was open. His blue-tinged skin looked almost cartoonish. Rick stared at the corpse for a moment before shutting the lid. He stepped sideways to another closed box and found a body inside that one too. He looked up from the coffin, recognized the disgust on the adults’ faces, but ignored it as he revealed his escape plan.
“We get in the coffins and pretend like we’re dead,” said Rick, crossing the large room back to his friends. “They’ll come and move us, drop us in the ground, and leave us there overnight. Once the sun goes down, we climb out and head back to Gus’s ranch.”
Reggie frowned. “You’re kidding, right? Climb into coffins and let them bury us alive?”
“They won’t bury us,” Kenny said. “We heard the men say they’re leaving the graves open until they fill them. They’re not putting the dirt back in the holes until tomorrow.”
Reggie looked at Kenny then Rick. “Seriously? This is your big rescue plan? You break in here to help us escape in coffins?”
Rick nodded. “That’s my plan.”
“God help us,” said Lana.
“I don’t think I can get into one of those boxes,” said Candace. “I’d freak.”
“We don’t have time to debate this,” Rick said firmly. “They’re going to come looking for us any minute now. If we’re standing around talking about it, they’ll find us. They’ll lock us up or execute us. I’m getting in a box. You want to do something else, be my guest.”
Kenny shrugged. “I’m getting in a box.”
Mumphrey raised his trembling hand. “I might as well get a head start on this dying thing. I’m in.”
“You’re not dying, Mumphrey,” Rick insisted. “Once we get out of here, we’ll get back to Gus’s place. He’s got medicine and all kinds of first aid there. We’ll get you fixed up.”
“Like I said,” said Mumphrey, “I’ll get a head start. Drop me in one of them boxes.”
Rick rolled his eyes and helped Mumphrey to his feet. He led him across the room, careful not to trip on the rows of empty coffins as they moved to those closest to the ones already occupied. Mumphrey climbed into the box as if getting into a bathtub and lay down.
“This ain’t so bad,” he said. “Almost comforting.”
“Try not to cough if you can help it,” said Rick. “That’ll give you away.”
“I’ll try,” said Mumphrey. He laid his head back and closed his eyes. “Shut me in.”
Rick lifted the lid and slid it atop the box. It settled in the carved grooves along the edges. “Can you breathe?” he asked.
“Does it matter?” came the muffled response.
“Just try to conserve air,” Rick said.
“Kenny, you and I are last. Anyone else?”
Candace exhaled and ran her fingers through her hair, pulling at the roots. “Me,” she said. “What choice do I have?”
One by one, Rick helped the group into their coffins. He was last and found one next to Kenny. He climbed into the box and lifted the lid on top of it, using the tips of his fingers to maneuver the lid into the grooves. It settled in place with a thump and Rick was in the dark.
He lay there for a few minutes figuring now would be a good a time as any to take a nap. The exhaustion overtook his aching body and he drifted off to sleep. When he awoke, the casket was shaking, rattling from the vibrations of a loud rumble.
At first, Rick forgot where he was. His pulse quickened and he tensed. He reached out blindly trying to grab onto something. His hands found the pine, scraping across its smooth-hewn edges. Before he pushed on the casket lid, he remembered where he was. Once he’d caught his breath, he realized he must be in the back of the military truck on his way to the gravesite.
He had no concept of how long he’d been asleep nor any knowledge of whether any or all of the others were with him. His initial fear was replaced with anxiety and nervousness with not knowing if he’d made the right decision.
He strained his ears to listen for any clues. The rumbling of the truck’s engine and the knocking of his casket against something next to it was all he could hear. Then both stopped. A squeal told him the driver had applied the brakes. A moment later his body jerked as someone moved the coffin. He felt the friction of the box sliding against something underneath his back and pressed his boots against the box frame to brace himself as the coffin rolled to one side. Outside the box, men grunted.
“All right,” one of the men said. “Let’s lower this one in.”
Another voice, coming from beneath Rick’s casket, called up to the pallbearers. “How many you got this time?”
“Eight. This will be it for the day. We do another haul in the morning and you can fill in the graves then.”
“Leave ’em open overnight?”
“Yeah. They’re not going anywhere.”
The blood rushed to Rick’s head as the coffin tipped diagonally. His feet were a good two feet above his head. Gradually they evened out and Rick’s body shook with the rattle of hitting bottom.
Sweat stung his eyes and he squeezed them shut to ease the perspiration elsewhere. It didn’t work, so he blew from the top corner of his mouth. All that did was move the sweat into his eye. A wave of panic washed over him as he considered how long he’d have to wait in the box, in a hole six feet deep in the earth.
To distract himself, he paid attention to the grunts and complaints of the men moving the caskets. Then he thought about the others. He counted again in his head. There were six of them: Candace, Reggie, Lana, Mumphrey, Kenny, and himself. That meant that two of the arriving caskets did contain dead bodies. Rick hoped none of his group was left behind. He also prayed Kenny was still asleep and that Mumphrey was able to suppress his cough.
Rather than worry about something he couldn’t control, he focused on his own breathing. He inhaled slowly through his nose, held it for a count of three, and exhaled. Each time he completed a breath, he counted, adding one each time. He reached six hundred and fifty by the time his coffin rattled with the unmistakable grind and scrape of something set on top of it. Rick’s breathing quickened but he worked hard to suppress it until he was sure the men had finished unloading the eight caskets.
“That’ll do it,” said one of the men. “You can grab a ride in the back of the truck and we’ll take you back to camp, or you can walk. Up to you.”
“We’ll ride.”
Less than a minute later the truck whined and rumbled when its engine started. It was loud at first, but soon enough the noise faded until Rick couldn’t hear it anymore. Certain it was safe, he pressed lightly on the lid. It didn’t move.
He pressed harder and raised his knees against the lid for additional leverage. Nothing. The wood was giving at the edges, but there was no moving it from the inset grooves at the top of the box. He was stuck. They hadset another casket on top of him.
Rick’s heart rate immediately quickened, thumping against his neck and in his temples. Sweat bloomed in the space between his chin and neck, under his arms, and in the small of his back. His breathing was irregular and impossible to regulate with short, controlled breaths. The casket instantly felt smaller, tighter, and as if it were shrinking.
Rick knocked on the lid with the top of his fists. He couldn’t move his arms enough to gain the needed force for anything more than that. He kept knocking five, ten, fifteen times, before he stopped and listened for a response. There was nothing.
Was he the only one of the group they’d transported?
Had there been so many bodies that the rest of the group was still in building eight?
How many caskets were on top of him?
He’d been the first moved from the truck as far as he could tell. He could very well be at the bottom of one of the graves underneath several other pine boxes. While Rick wanted to scream, he couldn’t be sure the wrong person wouldn’t hear him. He called out loudly enough for anyone alive in the hole to hear him. The box swallowed his voice as he spoke.
“Hey,” he said. “Anybody there?”
Nothing.
A little louder this time. “Hey! Kenny? Reggie? Mumphrey? Anyone there?”
All he heard in response was his own panicked breathing. “Anyone? I can’t get out.”
Rick turned his head as much as he could to one side. He still couldn’t hear anything. He extended his legs and quickly pulled them back, banging his knees into the casket lid, accomplishing nothing but bruising his kneecaps.
“Help!” he yelled, no longer worried about whether or not soldiers heard his calls. He wanted out of the box. “Help!”
He was screaming for someone, anyone, to free him from the casket. His throat burned from the strain of yelling. He was drenched in sweat; his eyes stung; his clothes were constrictive. If he could have, he’d have ripped them off. He kept yelling for help, his calls increasingly laced with the warble of a man panicked and on the verge of a breakdown.
Just when he thought he might explode from the claustrophobia, he heard a noise. It was another voice.
It was Reggie. It sounded like Reggie. It was probably Reggie. Hopefully it was Reggie.
Please be Reggie, Rick thought.
“Rick?” he called. “I hear you down there. Hang on.”
“Reggie?” he croaked hoarsely.
“Yeah, it’s me. I’m coming for you. I think you’re two or three boxes down.”
“Kenny okay?”
“Yeah,” Reggie said. “He’s fine. He’s standing up top. The women are good too.”
Rick sighed with relief. Still, anxiety coursed through his body like an army of fire ants. His skin itched; his eyes burned; his throat ached.
He tried breathing in through his nose, out through his mouth. He was mimicking what he remembered from the Lamaze classes he and Karen had taken together when she was pregnant with Kenny.
Karen. He still couldn’t reconcile her death. The woman who’d given herself unconditionally to him, only to suffer his infidelities and his diminishing interest in her love. He deserved to be buried alive, to die alone in the dark, thinking of her. She’d deserved so much better.
“Bang on the box, Rick,” said Reggie. “I think I’m almost there.”
Rick used the backs of his fists to pound on the underside of the lid. “You hear me?” he called out against the scratchy pain in his throat.
“Yep,” said Reggie. “One more box.”
Rick could hear him now. A loud scraping dragged across the outside of the lid. Reggie grunted and cursed, struggling to move the last of the boxes from atop Rick’s would-be tomb. At last, a crack of dim, orange-hued light peeked from one side of the box.
Unable to wait for Reggie to lift the top, Rick asked him to move and he used his knees to bump the lid from its grooved resting place. It took three tries, but he dislodged it and the cool rush of outside air filled the box.
His eyes adjusted to the light and Rick saw Reggie standing above him, offering him a hand. Rick reached up and pulled himself out of the box with Reggie’s help.
Rick ran his hand through his sweat-soaked hair. “Thanks. I panicked. I thought…I don’t know what I thought.”
“I’m not gonna lie,” said Reggie, “you’re down here. I had to move three coffins to get to you. We were all in the other hole.”
Rick stepped out of his coffin and, standing on one next to his, he replaced the lid on his box. “Everybody’s out?”
“Yeah,” said Reggie, shoving one of the boxes back into place. “All accounted for.”
Rick climbed over two boxes and stepped on a third to reach the edge of the hole. He reached up and grabbed the soft ground, pulling himself up and out of the hole. Then he reached down into the grave and helped Reggie to the surface.
He brushed the dirt from his shirt and pants and found Kenny standing on the other side of the graves, closest to the cluster of trees where they’d hidden hours earlier. Rick smiled at his son. It wasn’t until he reached the trees that he realized Mumphrey wasn’t there and that his son was crying. The women were crying too.
He spun around and looked at Reggie. “Where’s Mumphrey?”
Reggie looked past Rick at the others, then bowed his head. “He didn’t make it.”
A thick lump swelled in Rick’s already pained throat. “What do you mean? Where is he?”
Reggie nodded toward the graves. “He’s in his casket. He must have passed while we were waiting.”
Rick moved past Reggie to the edge of the twin holes. “Which one?” he asked without turning back. When nobody answered, he asked more forcefully. “Which. One?”
“Top box,” he said. “Hole on the right. Next to Karen.”
Rick spun around. “What?”
“Karen’s body is there too. We accidentally found her. We were looking for you.”
The sour taste of bile rose in Rick’s throat. His stomach turned. His vision blurred and he dropped to his knees. It was too much.
“Dad?” Kenny said timidly. His hand touched Rick’s shoulder. “You okay?”
Rick sank onto his heels. He dug his hands into the dirt, grabbing handfuls of it. He nodded, but he couldn’t muster the words to reassure his son he was, indeed, okay.
“I said goodbye to her,” Kenny said. “I said a prayer. I said one for Mr. Mumphrey too.”
Rick reached up toward his own shoulder and put his hand on Kenny’s. His son was so strong, stronger than he’d thought.
“You’re a good son,” Rick whispered through the choke in his throat. “Such a good son. Your mom loved you more than anything.”
Kenny let go of his father and moved to his side. He squatted beside him and leaned on him. “I know. She loved you too.”
Rick couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. They streamed from his eyes, mixing with the sweat that still dripped from his brow. His body shuddered and he looked at his son.
“I loved her too,” he managed.
“I don’t mean to be a jerk,” said Reggie, standing behind them at the edge of the graves, “but we should get going. If they’re looking this way, they could probably see us. It’s still an hour until dark.”
Rick puffed his cheeks and exhaled loudly. He nodded. “You’re right,” he said. “There’ll be time for mourning later. Plenty of time.”
Kenny stood and offered his dad a hand. Rick took it and wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulder. Together they led the somber group into the woods and relative freedom.
Once they’d cleared the trees and were farther south of the camp, they traveled east away from the setting sun. Nobody spoke as they walked. For Rick it was a silent eulogy for Mumphrey. The man he’d only known a week was as close a friend he had in this new world. They’d survived a fringe cult, criminal truckers, fake highway troopers, violent gas station attendants, and an assault on their new home. Now he was gone.
He’d taken the beating meant for someone else. Mumphrey hadn’t decided to fight the power, hadn’t carried a gun. He’d benevolently accompanied anyone who would have him join their party, a lonely man looking for acceptance and companionship. It wasn’t his fault Gus had resisted with violence.
Rick had so many questions he’d never thought to ask as he trudged toward the ATV he and Kenny had left at Williamson County Gin.
What had happened to Mumphrey’s family? Why had he lost his home? What was his vocation? Where was he born? How old was he? Rick hadn’t bothered to find out those things and now it was too late. Memories of the old man’s smile, his funny walk, and his familiar, repetitive language flashed in Rick’s mind.
He thought Mumphrey might be better off in the ground. He’d gotten the better end of the deal. They were only a week into an apocalyptic series of events and society was already in a shambles, accelerated unnecessarily by a government intent on killing off people it believed were superfluous. Things would only get more difficult as the days and weeks became months and years. Mumphrey wouldn’t have to worry about any of it. He was at peace.
“Rest well, friend,” Rick mumbled as they turned north.
“What?” asked Kenny.
Rick looked over at his son. “Nothing,” he said. “I was just thinking about Mumphrey.”
“He was a nice man,” said Kenny. “He made me laugh.”
“He was funny, wasn’t he?”
“Like I said,” Kenny said, effecting his best Mumphrey impersonation, “he made me laugh.”
Rick laughed. “Very funny.”
“How close are we?” asked Candace. She was limping. “My blisters are asking.”
Rick spun on his heel and walked backwards as he answered Candace. She and Lana were walking together, with Reggie bringing up the rear.
“A couple more blocks,” said Rick. “Then we’re at the ATV. From there, I can hop on and hurry back to the truck, or we can all walk to the truck.”
“I’m good with waiting for you while you get the truck,” said Candace.
“Why did you leave them in different places?” asked Reggie.
“Safety precaution,” Rick answered. “We figured it was better to have more options. Leaving the ATV in a different place gave us flexibility. Just in case.”
Reggie nodded. “Makes sense. By the way, Rick, I have to hand it to you.”
“What?”
“That whole coffin thing was pretty brilliant,” Reggie admitted. “I had my doubts, but it worked. I honestly thought we were stuck in that place. Thank you.”
“No problem,” Rick said. “I had my doubts too.”
“You could have left us there. You didn’t have to come back for us. You barely know us.”
Rick shook his head. “I couldn’t leave you. I have enough trouble living with myself. If I’d let you stay in the camp, it’d be even worse.”
“You know, this whole thing is like an alternate universe,” said Reggie. “The government imprisoning citizens and imposing martial law is straight out of a bad movie.”
“I remember reading this book,” said Rick. “It was called The Perseid Collapse by a guy named Konkoly. I don’t want to give it away, but the power went out and society collapsed fast. Things got violent. I read the reviews on Amazon. I remember some people said the bad stuff happened too fast, that there was no way everything would go to hell in a handbasket within days. I thought they were wrong then. I know they’re wrong now.”
Reggie lowered his voice and turned his head toward Rick. “I overheard a couple of the soldiers talking about population control,” he said. “One of them was saying he’d heard the whole idea of the camps was to induce the accelerated spread of disease. He said the faster people died off, the faster they could go to some underground bunker for protection.”
Rick swallowed. It hurt to talk. “Bunker?” he asked. “Where?”
“I don’t know; he didn’t say. I wasn’t supposed to hear any of it.”
“I’ll tell you what,” Rick said, “I’m quickly learning that truth is stranger than fiction. If that Konkoly wrote a story like what’s really happening now, nobody would believe it.”
“I still don’t believe it,” said Reggie.
“I think we turn right here,” Kenny called back to his dad.
“You’re correct,” said Rick. “One more block and we’re there.”
Five minutes later they were in the parking lot for Williamson County Gin and Rick and Kenny were on the ATV, heading for the truck. They promised the others they’d be back within ten to fifteen minutes.
The air had dipped from cool to cold. The chill was aggravated by the ATV’s speed as Rick powered toward the truck. Soon enough, they’d be back at Gus’s ranch. They’d be safe. They’d have food and water. And if they set up their security the right way, the group would be good to go for the long haul. At least those were the thoughts filling Rick’s head until Nikki interrupted them.
Nikki.
Rick actively tried to push her from his mind, but she kept sneaking back inside. He still missed her. He’d promised her they’d be together again. That meant that as much as Rick would have preferred for Gus’s ranch to be his final destination, he knew that likely wasn’t the case. Sooner or later, and probably sooner rather than later, he’d have to go get her. Then, and only then, would he be good for the long haul.
 



CHAPTER 19
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
75 DAYS, 20 HOURS, 17 MINUTES, 04 SECONDS
DENVER, COLORADO
Clayton’s shoulders were on fire. His fingers were cramped, his thighs thick with exhaustion. He shouldered sweat from his brow and pulled himself another rung higher. The higher he climbed, the more he could see his surroundings. The only available light was from what must have been a skylight at the surface.
“You still with me?” asked Bert. The Australian security expert was leading the trio up the narrow pit ladder that ran the length of the elevator’s mechanical access shaft. Clayton was two rungs below Bert’s feet. Chandra trailed them both.
“I’m hanging in there,” said Clayton. “This would be a lot easier in microgravity.”
Clayton tightened his hold on the rungs and looked down between the ladder and his body. Chandra was struggling.
“My hands are too sweaty,” said Chandra. “They keep slipping.”
“Use your arms,” said Clayton. “Use the crook of your arms to give your hands a break. Loop them around the outside of the ladder like this.”
Clayton demonstrated the move, letting go with one hand and wrapping his arm around the side rail. He shifted his weight to compensate for the maneuver and tucked his chin to watch Chandra imitate him.
“That helps,” Chandra puffed. “Thanks.”
Clayton looked skyward. Bert was moving steadily higher. To Clayton, he seemed indefatigable with no apparent dip in energy or pace. They’d started climbing ten minutes ago and had to be getting close to the top level. “How much more do we have to go?” Clayton asked. He was embarrassed by the question, asking it like a bored seven-year-old in the back of a station wagon on a road trip.
“A couple of minutes,” Bert called down. “We passed level two just now.”
There were stencils on the walls, indicating the relevant level. Clayton had noticed the marking for floors four and three. He’d missed two. That was good. As bad as Chandra looked, Clayton was certain he felt worse. In addition to the pulsing ache in his injured leg and the ambient headache that remained from dehydration, his lower back was sparking with jolts of pain. If he stopped to think about all of the things he’d put his body through since the power went out on the ISS, he’d collapse. It was too much to consider. It was better to focus on pushing through the various discomforts of the moment and power through to the top of the ladder, he figured.
He unlooped his arm from the side rail and reached for the next rung, pushing himself up using his good leg and then pulling with his opposite arm. Push with his leg; pull with his arm. Push. Pull. Push. Pull.
“There’s no machine room at the top,” said Bert, talking over his shoulder to the two men below him. “It’s got an integrated machine plate structure at the top of this space.”
Clayton climbed another narrow rung. “What does that mean for us?”
“It means the controller, the mechanism that actually controls the lift, has its own space off to the side of the access shaft,” Bert said. “There’s a door up there to the right. It’ll give us entry into the controller space. There’s a door on the other side of the space. That’s how we get out of here.”
Clayton held his position on the pit ladder and leaned back. Ten feet above Bert on a wall to the left of the ladder, there was a metal panel. It looked like an electrical access, but large enough to climb through. He drew himself flat against the ladder and restarted the climb. Push. Pull. Push. Pull.
Bert drew even with the panel and called down, “It’s just a bit out of my reach. I’m gonna have to slide off here a bit and try to catch the latch.”
Clayton kept moving until he was two rungs from Bert’s feet. He looked through his armpit to the darkness below. Chandra was eight or ten rungs beneath him.
“C’mon, Vihaan,” Clayton urged. “You’re almost there. A few more and you’ve got it.” He turned his head to look back toward Bert’s progress when he caught a dark flash in his peripheral vision and felt a heavy slap against the side of his face. Stunned and dizzied, he lost his grip, slipping before falling from the ladder.
For Clayton it happened in slow motion, each instant drawn out as if he were watching the end of his life frame by frame. He didn’t scream or grunt or call for help. He fell silently for that moment. Vihaan gasped. Bert yelled his name. Clayton considered the irony of gravity being his cause of death. His body fell to the left, twisting nearly perpendicular to the ladder until his right ankle hooked at the joint between the side rail and a rung. The side of his face and right shoulder scraped against the adjacent concrete wall of the shaft, slowing his fall long enough for him to instinctively reach out and grab for something, anything.
He was barely past perpendicular when his right hand caught and held a rounded conduit fixed to the wall. He reached with his left and planted it firmly on the concrete to brace himself. He was stuck for the moment, but he couldn’t hold the position long. His shoulders couldn’t support him for more than a minute. His sweaty hands were slipping.
“It was my boot. Hang on!” screamed Bert. “I’m coming down.”
Clayton closed his eyes. He couldn’t stare into the darkness, into the danger that threatened to kill him. It was the blackness of space without the beauty or endless possibilities. He twitched when he felt a hand around the ankle caught on the ladder.
“I’m right below you,” said Chandra. “I’ve got this leg. Can you swing the other up and toward me?”
“No,” Clayton said, his face half-pressed against the wall. If he shifted his weight at all, he was convinced he’d fall. He was teetering. He was screwed.
“What can I do?” asked Chandra, his voice echoing off the walls. “I’ve got your ankle, your leg. What do I do?”
Clayton had no advice. He couldn’t engineer his way out of this. He couldn’t do anything but acutely sense his hands losing their hold, the skin rippling against the concrete as they infinitesimally inched lower and lower. A muscle in the side of his neck seized. Sweat dripped into his shuttered eyes. His groin ached from the awkward split of his legs. He grunted and tried to firm his position but was stuck. Another hand gripped the back of his leg.
“Move lower, Vihaan,” said Bert. “I’ve got his leg. Lower yourself.”
There was a clanging behind him, the sound of Chandra clambering lower on the ladder and Bert repositioning himself. Clayton tried to count the number of times he’d been this close to death in the last week. He couldn’t remember the number.
“All right, Clayton,” said Bert, “I’ve got one leg. I’ve got it pretty tight here. I’m going to need you to push yourself free of the wall when I say so.”
“That’s not gonna work,” Clayton said. “I’m too heavy. My momentum will be too much. You’ll lose your grip.”
“When you let go,” said Bert, “your other leg will fall toward me. The rest of your body will run right into Vihaan. We’ll catch you.”
Vihaan’s voice was barbed with fear. “Wait, what? He’ll knock all of us off the ladder. The ladder is too small.”
“This is the only way,” said Bert. “We don’t have time to think of something safer. If we all fall, we all fall.”
Clayton started to argue, but a wave of calm washed over him. He was okay with falling. He couldn’t ask two more people to risk their lives for his. He opened his eyes, staring into the beckoning blackness below.
“You can’t do that,” he said, the anxiety having left his voice. “Leave me. Let go. Get out of here. Don’t risk yourself for me.”
One, or both, of the men responded. Clayton wasn’t listening. He was saying goodbye to Jackie, to Marie, to Chris. He was apologizing, thanking them, asking for forgiveness. He was praying for their safety in a new, uneven world.
While Bert and Chandra argued, Clayton took a deep breath. He pressed his fingertips onto the wall, released his hold on the conduit, and pushed himself free.
He kept his eyes open and watched the blackness rush toward him. He could feel the sudden breeze chill the sweat on his face as he swung downward. His heart leapt and he lost his breath. This was it. He was dying, offering himself to the heavens in exchange for the safety of two others.
And then he wasn’t.
“Mother—” Bert grunted as he let go of one of Clayton’s legs and grabbed onto the other, pulling it to his chest.
Clayton’s momentum swung wildly in the instant before he crashed into Chandra. Chandra huffed and cried out from the impact but managed to hold onto Clayton’s torso. The scientist slipped to one side, but held his balance, and the astronaut’s journey came to a halting end.
“Sheesh,” said Chandra. “You could have given us a warning.”
Clayton’s body was upside down, his back to the ladder. He reached to his side and grabbed a side rail with one hand. His other was wrapped around Chandra’s torso. The blood rushed to his head and his temples throbbed.
“Hang on,” said Bert. “I’m pulling you up. Relax your legs.”
Taking Bert’s direction, Clayton relaxed. His body surged upward and he clung to Chandra. There was pressure on the front of one foot and then the other. There was weight on his injured leg he hadn’t previously felt.
Bert was huffing. “I’ve got your feet hooked under a rung,” he said through heavy breaths. “I’m leaning on your legs. Can you do a sit-up?”
A sit-up? Clayton thought to himself. What a weird question.
He looked to his right. Chandra was holding him with one hand and the ladder’s side rail with the other. One of his legs was wrapped around the rail and tucked underneath a rung.
“Can you do a sit-up?” Bert repeated. “If you can, with Chandra’s help we can get you upright.”
Clayton got it. “Yes,” he said. With every ounce of energy left in his body, he tightened his abdomen, flexed his neck and lower back, and heaved himself free of Chandra’s grasp.
Straining, he willed himself up and forward. He stretched his arms as far as he could, his fingers tensing until they found the rough metal of the rung even with Bert’s shoulder. Bent in half, he held himself upright until Bert let go and maneuvered along the outside of the side rail to a position several rungs higher.
He carefully wiggled his feet free of the rungs and lowered them. Chandra clung to the edge of the ladder, giving Clayton enough space to center himself.
Bert sucked in a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “I don’t know what you were doing there, but you almost killed all of us.”
“I was trying to save you,” Clayton responded. “I didn’t want you to save me.”
Bert smirked. “That wasn’t going to happen.” He climbed the remaining distance to where he’d been before Clayton’s fall.
Clayton inched upward deliberately, moving hand by hand and foot by foot. There was a fiery stinging sensation along the right side of his face to go along with the other aches and pains. He couldn’t account for all of the injuries he’d sustained. There were too many.
He stopped a rung short of where he’d been when Bert’s boot had smacked him. He tightened his hold on the ladder and waited while the Australian stretched himself to open the access panel to the control space.
Bert shimmied to the edge of the ladder and somehow bridged the distance to the wall. He pulled himself inside the control space and then poked his head out. He waved his hand, motioning Clayton and Chandra to the top of the ladder.
“C’mon up,” he said. “I’ll help you across.”
Clayton finished his climb and, with Bert’s help, crossed from the edge of the ladder into the opening. Chandra followed him. The three of them were crowded in the dark space for no more than ten seconds when the lights came back on and blue light cast a dim glow in the six-by-six room.
“Where’s your pad?” Chandra asked, still struggling to catch his breath. “Turn off the system. Hurry.”
Bert reached around to his back to find his pad then searched the floor. His eyes widened. “I…I must have dropped it.”
Clayton offered Bert his DiaTab, which had somehow not fallen from his back pocket. “Can you shut off the system with mine?”
Bert shook his head.
Chandra wiped his forehead and rubbed his hands on his shirt. “So they can see us?”
“No,” Bert replied, “not at the moment. When we leave this space, they could see us. There are cameras in the supply room and the garage.”
“Supply room?” Clayton asked. “I don’t remember seeing a supply room on the schematics.”
“It’s technically part of the garage,” said Bert. “They added it after they finished the electronic mapping.”
Chandra tugged at his collar. “So what do we do?”
“We make a run for it,” said Clayton. “There’s nothing else we can do.”
The men agreed and Bert led them out the opposite side of the controller space and into a corner of the garage. Colder air met Clayton as he emerged, sending a chill along his spine. He shivered.
“This is the garage?” he asked.
“It is,” said Bert. “Stay here for a moment. We’re out of their view in this spot. Once we leave, there are multiple wall- and ceiling-mounted cameras. This is a critical spot for them.”
“So what’s the plan?” asked Clayton.
“My suggestion is that we cross the garage to the supply room. They’ve got uniforms, jackets, helmets, that sort of thing. We can suit up and blend in.”
“Good idea,” said Chandra. “Then we run out of here?”
“We drive out of here,” Clayton corrected.
“Oh, okay,” said Chandra. “I guess that makes sense.”
“Let’s go,” said Bert. “No time like the present.”
The three men, sticking close to one another, scurried from the corner of the garage, crossing a wide, shiny expanse to the opposite side of the garage. They skirted past a half-dozen large military vehicles that looked similar to Humvees, but angrier. They had higher profiles, appeared larger than Humvees, and looked more like sleek tanks.
They crossed the space and found the secured door for the supply room. Bert closed his eyes and mumbled to himself. Then he slid open a wall-mounted keypad beside the door and punched in a series of numbers. The panel turned green and the door clicked open.
“Yes!” said Bert, holding open the door for Clayton and Chandra. “I was hoping I’d remember the code. I wasn’t certain.”
“Good thing,” said Clayton. He smiled at Bert and then took in his surroundings. They were in what looked like a large military-themed walk-in closet. There were racks of hanging jackets, shelves full of uniforms and boots, all of it arranged by style and size.
“Get shopping,” said Bert. “We need to hurry.”
The men hurriedly disrobed and found the proper-sized clothing. The digital camouflage would help them blend in with both the outdoor surroundings and the people holding them hostage. It might, as Bert had suggested, make escaping a little less daunting. The only distinguishing absence on the uniforms was a lack of rank and name tapes. But with the field jackets on, hardly anyone would notice.
Clayton finished lacing his desert combat boots. Chandra was adjusting his pants. Bert was zipping up a field jacket. None of the men said anything as they readied themselves for the final leg of their escape mission.
“Once we’re in one of those JLTVs out there,” said Clayton, “how do we open the bay door?”
Chandra tugged on the bottom of his shirt. “JLTV?”
“Joint Light Tactical Vehicle,” said Clayton. “Replaced the unarmored Humvee a couple of years ago. Rode around in one during training for the ISS mission. It looked like all of the trucks out there were JLTVs.”
Bert moved to the door. “Yeah, they are. There are pressure plates in the floor. When the truck moves forward, the plate activates and the bay door opens.”
“That’s it?” asked Clayton. “No additional security?”
“We didn’t exactly consider the possibility someone would get into the garage unseen and steal a vehicle.”
“All right then,” said Clayton. “Let’s go. The longer we stand here, the more time we give them to find us.”
Bert grabbed the door handle, swung it inward, and motioned with his head. Clayton took a deep breath and led Chandra into the garage. Running as fast as he could, he skidded to a stop at the first JLTV he reached. He grabbed the handle of the passenger’s side, pulled it, and climbed into the cab.
The cab was spacious with two tan fabric command seats set far apart. Clayton scooted across the passenger’s side, squeezing between the seat and a large flat-panel display, and plopped into the driver’s seat.
Chandra was right behind him. He ducked into a rear seat behind Clayton. Bert jumped in the front passenger’s seat and slammed the door shut behind him.
The keys were already in the ignition. Clayton turned them to the start position then pressed the large START/STOP button to the right of the steering wheel. The engine coughed and rumbled to life. The gauges on the dash glowed. The battery and fuel gauges indicated they were full. Another light told him the gas pressure system had the vehicle in the low position and the tire management gauge showed the pressure was set to high.
Clayton’s eyes danced across the different indicators and settled back on the fuel gauge. “We’ve got a problem,” he said. “We’re going to need more fuel than what’s in the tank. And this is a diesel hybrid.”
Chandra leaned forward between the two seats. “What do we do?”
“Get fuel,” said Bert. “There are large diesel tanks on the edge of the property. They’ve got gravity pumps there.”
“All right,” said Clayton, shifting the vehicle into gear, “get me there.”
He depressed the accelerator and the beast of a truck lurched forward. He pulled to within a couple of feet of the bay door. A circular green light on a post near the door flashed several times before becoming solid. A loud hum echoed in the garage and the door laboriously lifted.
Clayton reached above his head and pulled down a headset. “Put these on. If I remember correctly, this thing gets loud.”
With his headset on, the ambient noise was deeply muted, as if he were underwater. He adjusted the cups around his ears and tapped the mic close to his mouth. The garage door was open enough to move past it. Clayton shifted gears, took his foot off the brake, and accelerated into the daylight. Blinded by the brightness of the sun off the white concrete, he couldn’t see where he was headed at first. His eyes adjusted and he swung the wheel to the right, accelerating as fast as he could away from the bunker.
“Look,” said Chandra, “the airport. We must have walked a pretty good distance.”
Clayton glanced to his right. The airport was a couple of hundred yards from them. The paved surface ended and the truck bounced onto the frozen dirt. The ride, however, was smooth. The JLTV was designed with four independent wheels that each absorbed the shock of uneven terrain. Clayton pressed the accelerator and shifted into a higher gear.
“How fast will this go?” asked Chandra.
“I don’t know,” said Clayton. “We’re going to find out.”
Bert’s voice filled Clayton’s headset. “I don’t get it. They’re not coming after us.”
“Could be they don’t know we’re gone,” said Chandra. “Maybe your trick with the Li-Fi worked.”
“No way,” said Bert. “There are too many alarms blaring right now.”
Chandra leaned forward, his voice pitched with worry. “Do we have time to stop for gas?”
“We don’t have a choice,” said Bert. “We need extra fuel. The only place we know we can get it is here. They’ve got containers too. It’s our only option.”
The speedometer told Clayton he was traveling at seventy miles per hour. Not bad considering the size and weight of the truck. Ahead and to his left, peeking over a sloping grassy hill, was a collection of high-rise cylinders.
“Those the tanks?” Clayton asked.
Bert jabbed his finger toward the tanks, his head on a swivel. “Yes.”
The JLTV rambled across the open field toward the miniature tank farm. Clayton kept his foot pressed hard on the accelerator as he hit what amounted to a mogul. The large wheels absorbed the shock, the truck whined, and it powered ahead.
“C’mon,” urged Bert. “Get there, get there.”
Clayton side-eyed the Aussie. “I’m going as fast as I can.”
Clayton maneuvered to the left onto a dirt road that led to the tanks. He looked straight ahead at the large white structures. There were six of them rising into the sky, silver, unpainted pumper trucks reflecting the sunlight.
“Isn’t all of this jet fuel?” Clayton asked as they drew closer. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Not all of it,” said Bert. “Two of those tanks are diesel. They connect to twenty-eight miles of pipe that crisscross the property. The diesel can power the bunkers and the vehicles.”
“Won’t they run out?” asked Chandra. “I mean, depending on diesel? Once it’s gone, it’s gone.”
“No,” Bert replied. “There are collapsible solar arrays all over the place. They provide the primary source of power. Remember, everything down there is hydro-cooled and the lights are low-power LEDs. Even the communication system is powered through solar. It’s seriously efficient. The security grid is beyond state of the art. It’s bleeding-edge technology. Each of those tanks holds nearly three million gallons of diesel,” said Bert. “As a backup, it’s more than enough.”
Clayton cleared a rise and saw the dirt road ended at a chain-link fence that surrounded the perimeter of the tank farm. He looked over at Bert, who nodded. Clayton pressed the accelerator to the floorboard and wrapped his fingers tightly around the steering wheel. Without slowing down, he powered the truck through the fence, driving through it as if it weren’t there at all, and then decelerated to a roll.
“Look for the tanks that are labeled 1-3-0,” said Bert. “It’s the low-sulphur highway diesel. The jet fuel will be 1-2-0.”
They searched the tanks until Chandra pointed out a diesel tank at the far end of the farm. They navigated the narrow drive to the tank. Clayton kept the engine running.
“You said they had containers?” he asked. “Where are they?”
“Right next to the tanks in little sheds,” said Bert. “We had to test the key panels on the sheds.”
The men hopped out of the JLTV. Clayton’s boots crunched on the gravel as he moved around the front of the monster of a truck. The front tire came up to his waist.
Bert had already unlocked the door and dragged out one of the large plastic fuel containers when Clayton reached the shed. Chandra emerged with a second.
“This thing has a range of three hundred miles if I remember correctly,” said Clayton. “We’re going to need enough to fill up at least twice.”
Bert dragged another yellow five-gallon jerry can from the shed. “What’s the capacity?”
“Hang on.” Clayton found a fueling port and checked the stenciling on the truck. “There are two tanks. Each is about twenty-two gallons.”
“Four-four divided by five…” said Bert.
“Eight point eight,” said Chandra. “We’ll need nine tanks.”
“Are there nine in there?”
Bert ducked back into the shed. He carried out two empty cans and set them on the gravel. Clayton picked them up and carried them a short distance to a gravity pump adjacent to the large white tank. It looked almost exactly like the one he and Steve Kremer had used in Canada. He drew the pump handle, opened a valve on its side, the cap on the yellow jerry can, and started pumping the diesel.
Bert marched over to Clayton with a can in each hand and one under each arm. “This is going to take forever. We don’t have forever.”
“What do you want to do?” asked Clayton. “We can’t leave without enough diesel.”
“We can’t leave if they stop us,” said Bert. “I’m going to the other diesel tank. That’ll double our pace.”
Bert walked across the gravel to a pump catty-corner to the one from which Clayton was drawing diesel. He uncapped a can and started the gravity pump.
They’d both filled three cans each, with Chandra running the full cans from the pumps to the back of the JLTV, when the distant rumble of an engine and a cloud of dust caught Clayton’s attention.
“Bert!” he called, pointing toward the dust.
Bert craned his neck. His eyes widened and he bit his lip. “We’re done!” he yelled. “Let’s go with what we’ve got!”
Clayton stopped the pump and capped the can. He reached the back of the JLTV and heaved the can next to the others.
“Somebody’s coming,” Clayton said at Chandra’s look of concern. “We’ve gotta go.”
Bert shoved his last can into the back, shut the rear door, and hustled into the passenger’s seat. He then climbed back to the turret position between the rear seats and where they’d stored the diesel. Clayton shifted into gear, yanked the wheel, and sped toward the exit they’d created on their way onto the tank farm.
Parked outside the mess of warped chain-link fence and concertina wire was a pair of matching JLTVs. There was a woman standing in front of them. Her arms were folded across her chest. Her strawberry blond hair blew across her face. A uniformed guard stood beside her, an M4 pulled tight to his shoulder and leveled at her head.
Clayton slammed on the brake and the truck slid to a stop. Chandra poked his head between the seats. “Sally?”
“You know her?” asked Clayton.
“Yeah,” said Chandra. Without saying anything else, he slid to the front passenger seat and exited the truck. He walked to the front of the JLTV, keeping his distance from Sally and the man threatening to kill her.
Clayton kept the engine running but set the emergency brake and hopped from his seat onto the gravel. He stepped around a fragment of chain link and stood in front of the open driver’s door.
“Are you okay?” Chandra asked. “Did they hurt you?”
Sally swiped her hair from her eyes, revealing a bruised cheek and a cut under one eye. “I’m fine,” she said. “But you need to come back.”
“I don’t understand,” said Chandra. “What happened?”
Sally looked at her feet and rubbed the backs of her arms with her hands. “I…I didn’t want to tell them what I knew, what you told me about leaving.”
Chandra took a tentative step forward, reaching out for her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t—”
“We need you to step away from the vehicle,” came a voice over a loudspeaker mounted to one of the JLTVs. “All three of you. Otherwise, things will get uncomfortable for all of you.”
Clayton peered through the darkened windshield of the JLTV to Sally’s left. It was Chip Treadgold.
“Vihaan,” said Treadgold, his voice hollow over the electronic amplification, “I can’t tell you how disappointed I am in you. I trusted you.”
“Chip?” asked Chandra.
The passenger door swung open and Treadgold emerged. He stepped confidently toward the front of the vehicle, pointing his finger at Clayton. “And you, spaceman. You couldn’t leave well enough alone, accept your destiny. You had to push and pull and create a problem for everyone. That’s not the NASA way, is it? Asking too many questions? Disagreeing with authority? I think the good folks at Mission Control would be so disappointed in you if they knew.”
Clayton’s fists tightened. He glared at the New World Order-crat.
“I’m going to need all of you on your knees, hands behind your heads,” said Treadgold. “I can’t have you leaving here and letting people know how—”
The explosive percussion that interrupted Treadgold’s Goldfinger-esque diatribe knocked everyone to the ground. Clayton’s ears were ringing with a tone so loud he couldn’t think. He tasted dirt in his mouth and felt it under his fingernails as he grabbed at the earth.
He rolled over onto his back and tried focusing when another pair of rapid blasts roared through his body. His world was blurred, the ringing was so deafening, but he could see the spin of a semicircle chain-feeder and the flash of muzzle fire from atop his JLTV. Bert was behind the thirty-millimeter cannon mounted on the truck, his hands gripping either side.
Clayton grabbed at his ears as his vision focused and he rolled back onto his stomach. A third shot from the tank-eating weapon tore over his head. He dragged himself forward, shakily drawing himself to his feet. He surveyed the apocalyptic scene in front of him, straggling toward Chandra, who was still on the ground. Sally was on her side, rolling around in apparent agony next to the M4.
There was no sign of Treadgold or the man who had his gun pointed at her. A red mist hung in the air, a darker splatter coating the open door of the truck. Its windshield was shattered, as was that of the mangled vehicle next to it.
Clayton staggered toward the opposing trucks. Both of them were awash with carnage. Either glass, shrapnel, or the thirty-millimeter hog of a round had obliterated all signs of life. He walked back toward Sally and Chandra, using the JLTVs to balance himself. He reached the spot where Treadgold had stood moments earlier. The ringing was still the only sensation of which he was aware until he felt a hand on his shoulder and jerked around ready to attack.
It was Bert. He had headphones around his neck and was saying something. Clayton tried to read his lips but couldn’t.
“I can’t hear you!” Clayton yelled. “I can’t hear. The ringing. I’m deaf.”
Bert nodded. He mouthed, “It. Will. Be. Okay.” He pointed over Clayton’s shoulder. “All dead. All dead.”
Clayton dropped to his knees, covering his ears. More people had died so he could live. Ill-intended or not, people had died.
Bert squatted in front of him. “We need to go,” he mouthed and pointed back at the truck. “Let’s go.”
With Bert’s help, Clayton made it back to the JLTV. He sat in the front passenger seat. Chandra and Sally climbed into the back. All of them were dazed and obviously wounded from Bert’s heroics.
Bert jumped behind the wheel, sped from the airport, and headed south.
 



CHAPTER 20
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 4:17 PM CST
COUPLAND, TEXAS
Rick watched his son from a distance. Kenny was standing alone where Karen had died at Gus’s ranch. He’d been there for ten minutes. As far as Rick could tell, the boy hadn’t moved. He was blankly staring at the ground, at the dark smudge that marked the spot.
The others were in the main house, cleaning themselves and getting resettled. Rick had parked the truck and ATV inside the garage. He was leaning against the door, his hands stuffed into his pockets. The painful swell crept back into his throat. He swallowed against the knot and took a deep breath. He needed to say something.
Crossing the short distance between the garage and the eastern edge of the main house, flashes of Karen’s bloody death flickered in his mind. He could hear her final rattling breath, see the life drain from her sad, frightened eyes. Rick knew without anyone having to tell him he’d always live with the guilt of her death. He would shoulder the burden of what he’d done during her life.
“Kenny,” Rick said, nearing his son, “you okay?”
Kenny’s arms hung from slumped shoulders, his head down. It was only when Rick reached him that he noticed his son’s swollen eyes and the tears that drained from them. His nose was running. The collar of his shirt was soaked, and the boy’s chest fluttered as he cried quietly in place.
Rick stepped to his son and put his arm around his shoulder. Kenny flinched, stiffened, and shrugged off the embrace. Rick withdrew his arm and uncomfortably tucked his hand back into his pocket. He stood silently, waiting for Kenny to say something. It was several minutes before he did.
“I want to blame you,” Kenny said, his voice raspy with phlegm. “I want it to be somebody’s fault.”
Rick didn’t respond.
“You always think of yourself, Dad. You’re selfish. Mom wasn’t selfish. She always thought of everyone else.”
“You’re right,” Rick said. “On both counts.”
Kenny looked up from the ground and at his father. He blinked and sniffed. His nose crinkled and he wiped snot from his upper lip with the back of his hand. Rick started to reach out again, but Kenny stepped back.
“When you and Mom got divorced, I went to see somebody.”
“I know,” said Rick. “Your mom said it helped.”
Kenny shrugged. “She talked about the five stages of grief. You know, the way you feel after something bad happens and how it changes over time.”
“Yes.”
“The first part is denial,” said Kenny, “where you don’t want to believe it’s true. When you got divorced, I didn’t believe it. I kept thinking you and Mom would get back together and we’d be a family again.”
The aching knot in Rick’s throat swelled.
“When that didn’t happen, I got mad,” said Kenny. “That’s the second stage. Anger.”
Rick swallowed past the ache. He withdrew his hands from his pockets and folded his arms across his chest.
“There are a whole bunch of stages after that,” said Kenny, pulling his shoulders back and standing up straight. “It ends with acceptance. Finally, you just get okay with bad stuff. It doesn’t make it better. You just live with it.”
Rick realized in that moment he’d never asked Kenny about his feelings regarding the divorce, about his leaving them. He’d told Kenny it wasn’t his fault, explained that he loved Kenny and he loved Karen, but it was better for everyone if they weren’t married anymore. He’d even admitted he was to blame and that Karen had every right to be mad. He’d assured Kenny his mother was a good woman and he’d never said a bad word about her. But not once, as Rick thought back to the conversations they’d had as father and son, had he ever spent the time to listen to Kenny’s feelings.
“Mom has been dead for a few hours,” Kenny said flatly. “It doesn’t seem real. Like, I expect to hear her voice and see her face. That’s the denial part. It’s the first phase. I’ve spent all day in the denial phase, acting like everything’s okay. I mean, as okay as it can be.”
Rick thought Kenny somehow seemed older. The way he stood, the words he used. He didn’t sound like a little kid anymore. He was more like a young man.
“But I’m already at the anger phase too, Dad,” he said, his eyes glaring. “I want to hit something or someone. I don’t have a mom anymore. My mom is dead. The person who loved me most in the world is gone. I’m angry at you for that. I blame you. I don’t want to blame you, but I do.”
“I understand, son,” said Rick. “I really do. You—”
Kenny’s face curled with a sudden swell of anger. “I don’t care whether you understand,” he barked. “I’m going to feel how I want to feel whether you get it or not. You left me because you wanted to. You had a choice. Mom didn’t have a choice. She didn’t want to leave.”
Rick’s chin quivered. His eyes welled. He bit down on the inside of his cheek, trying to suppress his emotions. He took shallow breaths in and out of his nose, trying to calm himself. Kenny stepped toward him, his fists balled and shaking at his sides.
“I’m stuck with you now,” he said. “And you’re stuck with me. That would be okay, except I know you want to be with that Nikki woman. You want to go get her. I know you do.”
Rick couldn’t deny the thought had crossed his mind. He did miss Nikki. He did want to see her, hold her again. He needed her comfort. His son had him pegged.
“You’re right,” Rick said. “I do want to see her.”
Kenny’s eyes widened. His brow arched with surprise, his mouth hung open, and he blinked. Rick knew he’d caught his son off balance with honesty. As quickly as Kenny’s guard was down, it returned. His jaw set.
“I knew it,” he snarled. “I knew—”
“I’m not going anywhere, Kenny,” Rick stated. “I’m not leaving.”
Kenny huffed. “Why? Because you feel guilty? Because I’m mad at you and you know you’re selfish and that everything I said was right?”
“Maybe that’s part of it,” Rick admitted. “But I’m not going for two other reasons.”
“Yeah?”
“I love you. You’re all I’ve got too. You’re my son. You’ll always be my son. I’ll always be your dad, and my job is to protect you, to keep you safe. Plus, I owe it to your mom.”
Kenny’s features softened. His fists relaxed and he knuckled the tears from the corners of his eyes. “You’re not going. Really?”
“Really,” said Rick. “I’m staying here.”
Kenny nodded. “I’m still blaming you,” he said. “It’s going to be a long time until I get to the acceptance stage. You staying here doesn’t change that.”
“I’ll be here when you get there,” said Rick. “And I know it doesn’t help right now, but I blame myself too. I know I’m responsible for a lot of the bad in your mom’s life. Remember though, Kenny, I am also responsible for the best thing that ever happened to her.”
Kenny rolled his eyes.
“Are you hungry?” Rick asked. “There’s food in the house. Later, if you want, we could have a service for your mom, say some prayers.”
“Pray?”
“It never hurts.”
Kenny started toward the house. “Okay.”
Rick resisted the urge to put his arm around his son as they climbed the steps onto the front porch. He held the door open and Kenny walked inside. Rick watched the boy stride through the long hall to the kitchen. Kenny’s shoulders were broader than he remembered, his walk somehow more purposeful, more confident. Rick took solace in that little victory. Kenny was maturing into a sensitive, articulate young man who could express himself without fear. Rick knew it was more than he could say for himself at that age or at thirty. Maybe in the midst of all he’d done wrong, he’d done Kenny right.
“I was wondering when you’d join us,” said Reggie Buck. He was seated at the large farm table with his wife and Candace. They were eating peanut butter sandwiches. “Can I make you something to eat?”
Rick moved to the table and sat in an empty chair. “No, I’m not real hungry at the moment. I’m sure Kenny would like a sandwich.”
Kenny was at the sink, elbow deep in a bag of white bread. “Is there jelly?”
“Marmalade,” said Candace. “It’s in the refrigerator.”
“The fridge still works?” asked Rick. “They didn’t shut it off?”
Reggie shook his head, his cheeks bulging with sandwich. “No, it’s working. Pretty lucky.”
“Luck is a funny word right now,” said Lana. “Doesn’t hold the same meaning it did a week ago.”
“We should count every blessing,” said Candace. “That’s for sure.”
“Thanks again for coming to get us,” said Reggie. “You don’t even know us and you risked a lot.”
Rick nodded. “Sure thing. I’d like to think you’d have done the same.”
“I wish I could say I would,” said Reggie. “If I’m honest with myself, I don’t know that I would. What you did was pretty selfless, Rick.”
Kenny slid out the chair next to Rick and plopped a plated sandwich on the table. It was cut diagonally, the way Karen used to do it, peanut butter and orange marmalade oozing from between the pieces of bread. Kenny gave Rick a glance and then stuffed most of one half of the sandwich in his mouth.
Reggie raised a glass of water to Rick but addressed Kenny. “I say we all toast your dad, Kenny. He was our hero today.”
Rick tried to wave him off. “That’s okay.”
“Don’t be shy about it,” said Reggie. He lifted his glass higher. Candace and Lana did the same.
“I don’t have a glass,” Kenny said with a mouthful of sandwich. He stuffed another bite into his mouth without having finished the first and wiped his hands on his pants.
“Okay then,” Reggie said, “you can toast him in spirit. Here’s to Rick, a selfless hero who risked his life to save ours.”
Rick blushed and lowered his head. He felt Kenny’s eyes’ burning intensity and couldn’t look his son’s way. He looked over at Reggie and forced a smile.
“Thanks,” he said. “That’s unnecessary, though. I think if anything, we should be toasting Kenny. He’s a brave kid. He did everything I did and he’s a third my age.”
The group cheered Kenny. Rick still couldn’t look at him.
Reggie’s smile evaporated and his brow furrowed. “We are so sorry about Mumphrey. And your mother, Kenny. And your cousin, Candace.”
“Thank you,” said Candace.
Kenny shoved another bite of sandwich into his mouth. The room grew uncomfortably quiet until Lana cleared her throat and switched the topic.
“It’s good you came when you did,” said Lana. “If you’d waited much longer, I don’t think you’d have made it.”
“Why is that?” asked Rick.
“Security,” said Lana. “We heard they’re not letting anybody through their roadblocks except for military trucks. That starts tonight.”
“And they’re adding more of them,” said Reggie. “Plus, no weapons get through. If people show up at checkpoints, they’re taking their weapons and making them give up their cars.”
“They’re offering them refuge,” said Lana. “But they’re actually taking them to camps like the one they took us to.”
Rick leaned on his elbows. “How do you know this?”
“We overheard it,” said Candace. “They called this phase three.”
“Phase three?”
“Yeah,” said Reggie after swallowing the last of his water. “Phase one was setting up the camps and the checkpoints. Phase two was rounding people up, actively seeking out people they deemed as long-term threats. Phase three is letting the people come to them.”
“I don’t get it,” said Rick. “You’d think they’d be helping people, not imprisoning them.”
“It’s all about population control,” said Lana.
“I heard that too,” said Rick. “Still…”
“Makes sense to me,” said Reggie. “Some natural disaster happens, you use it to advance some dark agenda. It’s happened before.”
Rick scoffed. “When?”
“9/11,” said Reggie. “Our government used 9/11 to go to war, to implement the Patriot Act.”
“You’re saying 9/11 was an inside job?”
“No, of course not. I’m saying it was an opportunity for our government to have a willing populace. Same here. It’s just more sinister.”
“Sorry,” said Rick. “I refuse to believe this whole New World Order conspiracy theory. It’s too much. It’s like you’ve been reading too many Steven Konkoly novels.”
Reggie shrugged. “The facts are what the facts are, Rick. We’re trapped here. We go anywhere and they’re snatching us up, putting us in a camp, and waiting for us to die. They’ll stick us in pine boxes and dump us in mass graves. All of those are facts.”
Rick pushed himself from the table, his chair legs squealing on the linoleum floor as he slid backward. He walked to the other side of the kitchen. He didn’t want to believe what they were telling him. He didn’t want to face the facts. Yet Reggie was right; they were what they were.
He paused at the refrigerator and gripped the handle. Instead of opening it, he marched from the kitchen, down the hallway, and pushed his way out onto the front porch. His boots clunked on the wooden porch, the thin-framed storm door slapped shut, and the railing creaked when he leaned on it.
Rick had always been good at ignoring the truth, at refusing to swallow the difficulty life always seem to slop onto his plate. He grabbed the porch railing with his fingers and rocked back and forth, as if trying to pry the railing free. He couldn’t ignore it this time. This wasn’t something as temporary as an affair or lying to his wife about his whereabouts. It wasn’t as minimal as promising to call a hookup and then deleting her number from his phone or intentionally giving a woman the number to Carrabba’s Italian Grill instead of his own. This was permanent.
The storm door creaked behind him and Kenny slinked onto the porch. He held the door to close it gently and joined his father at the railing. He leaned on the rough-hewn cedar, mimicking his dad, and looked out onto the property, admiring the peaceful beauty of it.
“You were going to tell me about Eli Whitney,” he said.
“What?”
“When we were at the gin, you said to remind you about Eli Whitney. I’m reminding you.”
Rick smiled and faced his son. Kenny was getting taller. The top of the boy’s head was even with his nose now. It wouldn’t be long before the kid was taller than him.
“Well, for starters, he was your age when he began making nails in his father’s workshop,” Rick said. “He was a young entrepreneur.”
“What did his dad do?”
“For a living?”
“Yeah.”
“He was a farmer, I think.”
“And his mom?”
“She—” Rick paused “—she died when he was ten or eleven. So it was Eli and his dad for a while.”
“How’d she die?”
“I don’t remember,” said Rick. “I do remember Eli went on to become a pretty amazing inventor.”
“The cotton gin?”
“Yes,” said Rick. “He went to school, traveled, worked on farms. He figured out what a pain it was to separate the cotton fiber from the seeds. It was a lot of manual labor. So he invented a machine that would do it.”
Kenny leaned on the railing with his elbows. “Did he get rich?”
“He made some money from it, but other people copied it. He tried to sue them, but didn’t have a lot of success. So he tried something else.”
“What was that? The strawberry gin?”
Rick chuckled. “Clever. Can you imagine trying to pull all the seeds from a strawberry? If you could build a machine that would do that, you’d make a million dollars.”
Kenny held up his index finger and thumb, a small gap between them. “That would be impossible, right? Dozens of those tiny seeds for every strawberry.”
Rick laughed. He and Kenny smiled at each other for a brief moment before they again gazed out onto the property.
Kenny sighed. “You think we’ll ever eat strawberries again?”
“Good question,” Rick said. “I guess if we found some seeds, we could try it in Gus’s garden. I’ll have to check his garage. There’s some gardening stuff in there.”
Kenny ran his hand through his mop of hair. “What was the other invention?”
“Muskets,” Rick replied. “He invented a machine that made musket parts, so he sort of invented mass production too. He was a smart guy.”
Kenny stood there quietly for a few minutes, as did Rick. A cool breeze swirled across the porch and Rick shivered. It was getting later in what had been a ridiculously long day. It felt like a month. Rick scanned the property from the garden on the left, the chicken coop beyond it, to the greenhouse, and the row of pecan trees directly in front of the house. This was home now. For the foreseeable future, this place—with its five bedrooms, well water, and natural gas generator—was their home.
The longer he stood still, the heavier his legs became. They were cementing themselves in place, exhausted from the rigors of the past twenty-four hours. If he stood there any longer, he’d spend the night standing against the railing. He shifted his weight and looked at Kenny.
Without thinking about it, Rick put his hands on his son’s shoulders and pulled him into his chest. He clung to Kenny with the fingers of one hand laced amongst the weighty strands of hair on his head and the other hand square in the middle of the boy’s back. He held Kenny tightly, holding him close.
Kenny didn’t resist. He lowered his head and wrapped his arms around his father. He didn’t say anything, but Rick could feel his son’s heart beating and his gentle sobs.
Rick worked to keep his composure. Perhaps Kenny was willing to reach that final stage of mourning, even if it would take the foreseeable future.
The foreseeable future.
In this world, Rick thought that term was oxymoronic. Kenny tightened his hold on Rick, spreading his fingers wide and gripping the fabric of his father’s shirt. Behind them, the storm door creaked open and hit the siding with a vibrating crack.
“Sorry,” Reggie said sheepishly, “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I’ll come back.”
Rick patted his son on the back and pulled away. He kept his arm around Kenny’s shoulder and faced Reggie. “No, it’s okay. We’re wrapping up here.”
Reggie looked at Rick and then averted his eyes, clearly uncomfortable with the moment. “Sorry,” he repeated. “It’s—”
Kenny sniffled. “It’s okay, Mr. Buck,” he said, his words thick from the fluid in his nose. “I know there are things to do before it gets dark.”
Reggie shuffled one of his feet. “True. We need to secure the fencing by the road and hide the entrance. The less it looks like anyone is here, the better.”
“I don’t disagree,” said Rick. “We have a lot to do. If what you say is true, about the different phases of this operation, they’ll leave us alone for a bit. That gives us time to prepare for the next time they come.”
Reggie raised his eyes. “You’re okay to help with the fence?”
“Sure thing,” said Rick, “as long as Kenny can help us too.”
Reggie grinned. “Of course. If we’re gonna live here as a family, we all have to do our parts. The women are checking the stock of food, making sure the generator’s working, and testing the well.”
“Sounds good,” said Rick. He followed Reggie and Kenny down the porch steps into the yard. There was a lot to do and, contrary to what he’d said aloud, there was no telling how much time they had to get it done.
Rick didn’t have time to feel sorry for himself, to lament his ill deeds. He needed to be practical and clearheaded. Survival was the priority now. What might come next was far more important than what had already happened.
 



CHAPTER 21
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 29, 2020, 4:45 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
The faint odor of smoke hit Jackie first. That was what told her she was home. It was like the lingering scent of a bonfire clinging to a sweater in the hamper. It wasn’t unpleasant or acrid. It was just there.
Jackie had rounded the corner onto her street, her heart fluttering with anticipation. It was replaced almost immediately with a sagging disappointment. Clayton wasn’t home.
Not that she truly expected it, but there was that hope to which she’d been clinging that, for a moment, convinced her he’d be standing in the driveway with his arms open wide. They’d embrace in a Jane Austen-esque reunion.
Not to be. At least not yet, she told herself.
Although she’d only been away from her house for a day, it felt much longer than that. She trudged the final yards along her cul-de-sac, her eyes fixed on her property. The broken front windows, which they’d covered, were again exposed to the elements. The front door was open. Some of her clothing, including an expensive bathrobe Clayton had purchased for her at a Moscow hotel, was strewn on the hibernating St. Augustine lawn.
“That didn’t take long,” said Nikki. “Somebody watched us leave and then broke in.”
Jackie sighed as she stepped onto the driveway and trudged up its gentle incline. “So much for Mr. Salt.”
“How’s that?” asked Nikki.
“He gave me hope in mankind,” said Jackie. “Remember?”
Nikki nodded. She pulled the Glock from the small of her back. “We should make sure there aren’t any squatters. Might be best if you wait outside.”
Jackie huffed and drew her Glock from her waistband. “Please, woman. I can handle myself.”
Chris rubbed his thumbs along his pack straps. He was stopped at the intersection of the driveway and the narrow cement walkway that led to the front porch, his back to the house.
“What about us, Mom? You want us to come inside too? Or you want us to wait outside while you and Deep Six Nikki put a sleeper hold on whoever’s in the house?”
Marie, who’d pulled her pack from her shoulders and was sitting on a large landscaping stone that framed a flower bed near the driveway, huffed. “Or you could put three bullets in him. That works too.”
Jackie gasped. “Marie! Apologize to Nikki. That was rude.”
Marie rolled her eyes. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine,” Nikki said. “I get it.”
“It’s not fine,” said Jackie.
“Mom!” Chris pressed with a hint of a whine. “What do you want us to do?”
Jackie hesitated. The violence of the afternoon still raw, she wasn’t sure her children should be out of her grasp, let alone her sight. Nikki was right though. Who knew what awaited them inside the house?
“Stay out here,” said Jackie. “Keep your sister company.”
Jackie shrugged her pack to the ground and gripped the Glock with both hands. She followed Nikki into the house, leaving the front door open when they entered the foyer.
“I should have invited Salt to come here for a day or two,” Jackie whispered. “It would’ve been smart to have a man around.”
Nikki raised an eyebrow. “That hurts.”
“You know what I mean,” Jackie whispered.
Nikki smirked. “I do. That’s why it hurts.”
The women moved through the foyer toward the kitchen. The refrigerator was open and empty. Only the foul smell of what food had been in there remained. It wasn’t overwhelming, but it did force both women to crinkle their noses and hold their breath. Jackie closed both doors and Nikki checked the pantry.
It too was empty except for two bottles of olive oil and a jar of Mateo’s Hatch Chile Salsa. A roll of paper towels was unraveled on the floor. Nikki kicked it and it rolled into the corner underneath the bottom shelf.
“They got everything,” Nikki said. “It’s bare.”
Jackie took a deep breath. “Let’s check the garage.”
The women moved through the laundry room and into the garage. It was dark inside, the only light the dim ambient daylight filtering through from the kitchen. Jackie reached into the side of her pack and pulled out a small LED flashlight. She punched on the lamp and scanned the garage.
The car was still there, though its doors and trunk were open. Not a good sign, but she panned left toward the freezer then maneuvered her way toward it. Once there she propped open the lid and shone the light inside.
“Fudge.”
Standing at the threshold and keeping watch, Nikki chuckled. “Fudge?”
Jackie sighed. “That’s the mom in me. I worked hard to stop cussing once I had the kids. Now I can’t seem to find the filth, even when it’s called for.”
“I’m guessing fudge means the freezer is just like the pantry.”
“I’m afraid so. Only empty plastic ice bags left.” She slapped the freezer shut and used the light to find her way around the clutter and back to the laundry room.
“So we’ve got the food in our packs and nothing else,” said Nikki. “Awesome. Now I’m extra glad we didn’t bring along Salt. He would have eaten too much.”
They walked back to the kitchen. “We never should have left,” said Jackie. “That was a huge mistake. If we’d stayed, we’d still have our food. We’d have more people to defend ourselves, more weapons. I acted rashly and emotionally. I can’t do that. Not now.”
“You did what you thought was best,” said Nikki. “Don’t beat yourself up.”
Jackie was looking across the room and up toward the catwalk that connected one half of the second-floor living space to the other.
“Jack—”
Jackie put her finger to her lips. “Shhhh.”
Nikki’s eyes narrowed and she followed Jackie’s eyes upstairs. She shrugged and shook her head.
Jackie pointed to her ear and then upstairs. Nikki closed her eyes until a rustling noise drew her attention upstairs toward the media room.
There was someone in the house.
Jackie’s pulse pounded against her neck and chest. Sweat bloomed on the back of her neck. She was momentarily frozen in place.
Nikki nudged Jackie and the two of them moved toward the stairs. Jackie looked back toward the front door as she passed it. The kids were sitting next to one another outside. Marie had her head on Chris’s shoulder. They were oblivious to what was happening inside the house. That was good.
Jackie stopped Nikki at the bottom step. She pointed to herself and then up the stairs before leading Nikki toward the second floor. Both women had their hands on their Glocks.
Cautiously, Jackie climbed the stairs one step at a time. She moved upward quietly, careful to cushion each step in the carpet, inching higher until she reached the top step. She pressed her back against the wall and waited for Nikki to move beside her one step below.
When she reached the second floor, she could tell the media room was well lit. Whoever had invaded her home must have raised the blackout shades that typically covered the windows and kept out any external light.
She tried listening for the noise again, but her pulse was thumping in her ears. She licked her dry lips, her tongue dragging along the cracks, and exhaled. She looked down at the carpet in front of her. It was soiled with a dark amorphous stain of dried blood.
The noise repeated itself. It was a rattling sound. Somebody was definitely in the room. Jackie sucked in a deep breath and nodded at Nikki, then bounded toward the media room, the weapon leveled at what she imagined would be center mass for anyone who confronted her.
Nikki was right behind her as she entered the room, both women quickly positioning themselves at either side of the wide door. Jackie scanned the room with the weapon, her hands trembling. The space was empty.
Jackie spun around. Nikki did too. They were alone in the room. Then Nikki thumped Jackie on the shoulder and pointed at the window.
An open window was pulled unevenly and one edge was sliding against the frame and sill. As the slight breeze blew into the room, the shade moved with it and created the rattling sound.
Jackie lowered her weapon and crossed the room to the sectional pressed against the back wall of the room. She leaned on the cushion and fixed the curtain.
Nikki chuckled. “That was intense.”
Jackie pushed herself from the cushion. She was about to respond when, from the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of movement. She turned to see a woman jump onto Nikki’s back, grabbing for the Glock. Nikki tumbled forward into the room, the feral woman still on her back.
Jackie immediately leveled her handgun at the woman’s back but, worried her shot might go through the target and hit Nikki, she tossed her gun onto the sectional. She leapt on top of the woman, grabbing clumps of her long greasy hair and trying to pull her from Nikki.
The woman screamed and cursed and let go of Nikki. She reached behind her, grabbing Jackie’s wrist. In a deft move, she leveraged her weight and spun onto Jackie. A waft of sour chicken soup accompanied the woman as Jackie fell onto her back and the crazed attacker pressed against her, managing to get one hand on Jackie’s throat. She squeezed.
Jackie’s airway constricted and she gagged. The woman’s sunken eyes were wild. Her face was gaunt. There were bleeding scabs on her cheeks and around her whitish lips. Her broad, flared nose was red at its tip. She cackled and mumbled unintelligibly as she pushed harder onto Jackie, who flailed, trying to pull the woman’s hand from her throat.
Jackie was trying to muster another burst of strength when the pressure around her neck released. She opened her eyes and saw Nikki grabbing the woman from behind.
She had one arm around the woman’s neck, her elbow pointing directly at Jackie. With the other arm, she applied pressure to the back of the woman’s head with her hand. As Jackie rolled away from the woman and out from underneath her weight, Nikki dragged her back and lowered herself to the floor behind the attacker.
She wrapped her legs around the struggling, bug-eyed woman, putting her insteps on the inside of the woman’s thighs. She extended one of her arms over the woman’s neck and toward her chest and reached the other under her arm. Nikki’s face reddened and strained as she clasped her hands over the woman’s heaving chest. The woman tried kicking and grabbing. She was ineffective. The woman’s throat was in the crook of Nikki’s elbow and her wild eyes struggled to focus as the noose tightened.
With her free hand, Nikki grabbed the bicep of her choking arm. Maintaining her leverage, she leaned back and flexed her choking arm repeatedly. Her sinewy muscles strained and relaxed, tightened and loosened.
The woman’s eyes fluttered and rolled back in her head before she went limp. She was out.
Nikki slugged the woman to one side and rolled away from her. She pushed on the carpet with her fists and stood up with the help of the sectional’s wide arm. She cursed the woman on the floor and kicked at her with her boot.
“Meth head,” she said and crossed the room, extending a hand to Jackie. “Crazy drug addict.”
Jackie took Nikki’s help and pulled herself to her feet. “You okay?”
“I was going to ask you that,” Nikki said. She tugged on her shirt and pulled up her pants. “That woman was in beast mode.”
Jackie ran her hand through her hair and exhaled. “I was going to shoot her, but I thought I might miss and hit you.”
“You did the right thing,” Nikki stated firmly. “No need to have Marie and Chris come running in here if they heard the shot. That would’ve only made things worse.”
“What do we do with her?”
“From experience,” said Nikki, “we’ve got less than five minutes and she’ll be crazed again. We need to tie her up.”
“And get her out of the house,” said Jackie. “I’ve got some bungees in my pack.”
“You go get them and I’ll keep watch. If I need to, I’ll knock her out again.”
Jackie moved to the door and stopped. She motioned toward the unconscious meth addict on the floor. “Was that the shutdown thingy?”
Nikki smirked. “Yes. The shutoff valve.”
“I gotta say,” said Jackie, “that was kinda badass.”
Nikki’s smirk blossomed into a cheeky smile. “Thanks. Now go get the bungees. She won’t be out long, and she stinks like skunk in a blue cheese factory.”
Five minutes later they had the woman bound and at the bottom of the stairs. She was struggling against them, calling them foul names, and arguing about her condition. When they reached the front door, Marie appeared on the porch.
Her jaw dropped. “What is that?”
“A meth head,” said Nikki, huffing as she dragged the woman by her underarms. “Give us room.”
Marie stepped to the side. “What are you going to do with her?”
“I don’t know,” said Jackie. “We haven’t figured that out exactly.”
Marie leaned on the brick wall adjacent to the door. “You gonna shoot her?”
Nikki dropped the woman into the grass. She squirmed, her muted calls dampened by the duct tape Nikki had strapped across her meth-addled face.
Nikki planted her hands on her hips. “If I was going to shoot her, I would have already.”
Jackie stepped toward the woman, keeping enough distance to avoid getting hit by her barefooted donkey kicks. Chris joined her and she put her hand on the boy’s head while she watched the creature in front of her writhe in agony. The drugs had clearly aged the woman, digging deep lines into her forehead and around her eyes. Her hair was stringy and greasy, verging on the appearance of mange. Veins popped in her arms and hands against skin the color of a manila folder. The drugs had robbed her of her youth. To glance at her, Jackie might have figured her for fifty years old or older. However, her eyes betrayed that notion. She was probably in her twenties or early thirties.
“I’ve got an idea,” Jackie said. Nikki and Marie joined her, looking at the dung beetle of a human struggling to right herself onto her legs. “It’s up to you whether or not you live or die,” Jackie said.
The woman stopped struggling and lay there in the grass. She nodded. Her body trembled and her chest surged up and down as she tried to calm herself. Her pupils were dilated. Chances were the woman was still high on methamphetamines.
“All right,” Jackie said, “we’re going to let you go.”
“Wait,” said Nikki, “I’m not good with that.”
“Me neither,” said Marie. “I’m with Deep Six Shooter.”
Nikki scowled at Marie. “Not funny.”
“Listen to me,” said Jackie. “We’re going to let this woman go. And she is going to run as fast as she can away from this house and this neighborhood. If she doesn’t, she faces more than getting choked unconscious.”
Chris’s eyes widened with excitement. “You did the shutoff valve?”
Nikki shrugged.
“Ooh,” said Chris. “Wish I’d seen that.”
The woman on the ground was nodding her head, as if she was agreeing to the conditions. She was trying to talk.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” said Nikki. “She’ll come back. She’ll attack us when we aren’t looking.”
The woman on the ground shook her head vigorously, greasy strands of hair slapping her face.
“We don’t have another option,” said Jackie. “We can’t keep her here. We can’t kill her.”
Marie huffed. “We couldn’t, but Annie Get Your Gun could.”
Nikki finally snapped. “I saved your life, Marie. I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t have time to think through a list of nonlethal options.”
Marie rolled her eyes and walked away, into the house, shutting the door behind her with an angry bang.
Nikki turned back and caught Jackie’s stare. She looked at the ground. “Sorry, she’s your daughter. I shouldn’t have talked to her like that.”
“We have more important things on our plate right now. Are you good with this?”
Nikki looked down at the druggie and sighed. “Yeah, I guess.”
“All right then,” said Jackie. “I’m going to take the tape off your mouth and the binds from your legs. Then you’re going to run. You’ll have to figure out how to untie your hands.”
Nikki bent down over the woman. “Let me get the tape.” With a single instantaneous rip, she tore the wide strip of silver tape from the woman’s face.
The woman squealed and gritted what was left of her yellow teeth. She cursed and shook her head wildly. The tape left a red streak across her face and took with it the scabs on her cheeks and around her lips. Specks of blood bloomed across her face.
“That felt good,” Nikki said. She stepped back while Jackie worked the bungee around the woman’s thighs and ankles.
Once Jackie was finished, the woman sat up and scooted back across the grass. She struggled to find her balance and rolled onto her side.
Jackie pulled out her Glock and aimed it at the woman. The empathy was gone from her voice. “You can go now. Don’t come back here. If you do, I’ll kill you.”
The woman grumbled something, inched her way into the mulch, and used a rotting tree stump to right herself. She stood and stared blankly at Jackie for a moment, cackled, and ran toward the driveway. Jackie kept the gun trained on her until she disappeared down the cul-de-sac and her squealing laughter was no longer audible.
“What now?” asked Chris.
“We shore up the house, block the windows and doors, and make this place a home again,” Jackie replied. “Everybody sleeps in my room.”
The three of them stepped toward the door as Marie swung it open. The moody teenager stood at the threshold. “Mom, have you been in your bedroom?”
“No,” said Jackie, walking into the house. “Why?”
Marie stepped back and then led her mother toward the master bedroom. “You have to see it. I can’t really explain it.”
Jackie quickened her steps across the travertine to her bedroom. She gasped when she saw it and then nearly retched at the overwhelming stench.
The room looked as if wild animals had ravaged it. The mattress was half off the bed. The sheets were piled on the floor. The television was pulled from the wall and hanging by a couple of cords. One of the walls was smeared with a wide brown streak.
“It smells like an abandoned port-a-potty in the middle of the jungle,” said Marie, the back of her hand covering her nose. “And that’s not fair to jungle port-a-potties.”
Jackie pulled her shirt up over her nose and tried breathing through her mouth, surveying the damage. Next to the bed on the floor was a syringe and a wad of tinfoil. There were prescription bottles strewn across the room.
“We haven’t even been gone two days,” Jackie said in disbelief. She wandered into the bathroom, watching her step. She opened the door to the toilet and immediately closed it. Bile stung her throat and she tried to keep from vomiting.
The water she’d left in the bathtub was a murky greenish color and there was a thin film dotting the surface. It resembled pond scum. She pushed past the bathroom and into her master closet. She reached into her pack and pulled out the light. She thumbed it on, expecting the worst. At least there was some good news there.
Piled into a corner of the closet, partially obscured by clothing, was much of the food missing from the pantry. There was also some of the freezer meat, still packed in sealed plastic bags. It was likely no good, but at least now they had days more supplies of canned and boxed goods. If the gas was still working, she could boil water from the pool and cook with that.
Jackie called to the others, who reluctantly joined her in the closet. Each of them grabbed handfuls of what they could and carried it back to the kitchen. It took three trips.
Standing at the kitchen island, Jackie wiped her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand. She leaned on the granite, letting its cool seep into her palms.
“What do we do about the bedroom, Mom?” Marie asked.
Jackie shrugged. “We let your father deal with it when he gets home. Chris, go close the bedroom door. We’ll have to find somewhere to sleep.”
“I’ll get to work on the windows and doors,” Nikki said. “Once I’m finished, we should be okay for a while.”
“For a while,” Jackie said with a hint of sarcasm. “For a while.”
 



CHAPTER 22
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
76 DAYS, 03 HOURS, 01 MINUTE, 43 SECONDS
OKLAHOMA PANHANDLE
Through the ringing that resonated like white noise, Clayton could finally hear the hum of the engine above the annoying high-pitched din. Chandra and Sally were asleep in the backseats. As far as he knew, Sally hadn’t awoken since Bert’s surprise attack.
They’d stopped once to refuel and still had plenty of diesel in the back. The truck had moved at a comfortable clip, easily maneuvering off the highway shoulder to avoid abandoned vehicles. Since the sun had dropped beneath the horizon, Bert had slowed down. They were traveling at forty miles an hour, careful not to move at a speed too fast for the conditions.
Clayton reached up and pulled on his headset, adjusting the mic. “I dozed off for a second. Where are we?”
“Close to Boise City, Oklahoma.” Bert replied, thumping a rhythm atop the wheel as he drove. “We’re a few hours to Amarillo. I’m hoping to find some food there.”
“Yeah,” said Clayton, “we didn’t think this whole thing through, did we?”
Bert glanced at Clayton, his face aglow from the dashboard instruments. “Not really. No worries though. We’ll be fine.”
Clayton tugged on the seatbelt shoulder harness and sat up in his seat. Ahead, in the distance, were flashing red lights. He rubbed his eyes and leaned forward, putting his hands on the dash above the flat-panel monitor in front of his seat. The lights were still there, strobing varying degrees of red.
“You see that?” he asked Bert. “Those lights up there?”
“I see them. Guessing it’s a checkpoint.”
Clayton scratched his head. “In the middle of nowhere?”
“Certainly seems as though everywhere is the middle of nowhere right now.”
“Good point,” said Clayton. “What are you going to do?”
Bert shrugged. “I’ll stop. As far as they know, we’re soldiers. We’re headed to Amarillo.”
“That’s good,” said Clayton. “Tell them we’re headed to Rick Husband Airport. Part of it is a former Air Force base. Say we’ve got business there.”
“All right,” said Bert.
“What if they ask for ID?”
“We’ve got some.”
“What?”
Bert cleared his throat. “I took them from the…the bodies of the soldiers at the tank farm. I also took this.”
Bert reached under the seat and pulled out a nine-millimeter handgun. He pulled back the slide to chamber a round, then he put the pistol back. He glanced at Clayton.
“There’s one strapped under your seat too.”
Clayton looked over his shoulder at Sally. She was out. Her mouth was agape, her head leaning against the window, shaking with the vibration of the truck on the highway. He shifted the subject, breaking the uncomfortable silence.
“We should tell them Sally is our prisoner,” he said. “She’s the reason we’re headed to Amarillo. Delivering her there?”
Bert nodded. They were approaching the checkpoint. An armed soldier stood in front of a pair of concrete Jersey barriers that blocked half of the highway. Another set of barriers was set back several feet, creating a serpentine path through the checkpoint.
The soldier raised his hand, palm out, ordering Bert to stop the JLTV. Bert downshifted and set the emergency brake. He rolled down his window and the soldier approached.
“Good evening,” said the soldier, both hands on his M4, which was aimed at the ground. “Where are you headed?”
“Amarillo,” Bert said. “We have a delivery at the airport.”
The soldier peeked into the window, eyeing the cab and all four people inside. He grunted and stepped back. “Where are you coming from?”
“Denver.”
“What’s the delivery?”
“The drugged woman in the back.”
The soldier’s stone face twitched. One eyebrow arched higher than the other. He took another step back and surveyed the JLTV’s exterior.
He stepped back to the window. “You have transport papers?”
Bert hesitated. He looked at the checkpoint and back at the guard at the window. He dropped his right hand from the wheel, easing to the spot where he’d hidden the pistol.
“We don’t need transport papers,” said Clayton, his voice laced with false offense. “Are you kidding me, soldier?”
The soldier’s eyes widened with surprise and he adjusted his grip on the M4. “Excuse me?”
“We’re in a state of emergency,” said Clayton. “We’ve got serious business in Amarillo. Strategic Command needs us there yesterday and you’re asking us for papers? What is this? Who is your commanding officer? I need to see someone with authority.”
The soldier leaned in, apparently unfazed. “I need to see some identification.”
Clayton reached between the seats to the stack of rectangular plastic Army identification cards. He leaned across Bert and offered them to the guard. When the guard reached for them, Clayton pulled them back.
“I need to see yours, soldier.”
The guard flashed his badge, holding it in front of Bert for a second, then motioned for Clayton to hand over his. Clayton obliged. The guard thumbed through them, studying each one. He’d given up his situational awareness to check the cards. Clayton reached under his seat, pried the pistol free of its Velcro binding, and silently chambered a round.
Holding the weapon at his side, hidden between his seat and the passenger-side door, he slid his finger inside the trigger guard and felt a slight protrusion that ran along the center of the trigger. It was the embedded trigger safety.
It was a Glock, like he had at home. He’d never used the weapon except for target practice. He didn’t want to use it now. He didn’t want to open fire on the kid doing his job. He hesitated but slid it back under the seat. Bert, however, had his in his hand. He was apparently ready, again, to do whatever needed doing.
The guard handed back the identifications. “Hard to tell who’s who now when you’ve got beards. But you’re good,” he said. “Be safe. Thanks for your patience. We’re not letting anyone through without cause.”
The guard stepped back and raised his arm above his head. He waved his hand in a circle, signaling the other soldiers to let the JLTV pass. Then he motioned for Bert to put the truck in drive.
Bert laid his Glock on the floorboard and accelerated, maneuvering to the right and then left, carefully working the truck through the serpentine barriers. When they moved past the last of them, Bert pressed on the gas and gunned the engine away from the checkpoint.
“That was close.” He exhaled. “I was ready for another firefight.”
Clayton sank back into his seat, releasing the uncomfortable tension in his neck and shoulders. He tugged on the seatbelt, adjusting it against his chest and hips, watching the headlights illuminate the white lane lines in the center of the highway.
“Speaking of firefight,” he said, “what happened back at the tank farm?”
Bert reached down for the Glock and slid it into his strap. “What do you mean?”
“You went all Rambo,” said Clayton. “How did you even know how to operate that cannon on top of the truck?”
“It isn’t a cannon,” Bert said. “It’s a thirty-millimeter chain gun.”
“A chain gun.”
Bert chuckled. “Actually, I guess it is a cannon. I know how to use it because I fired something similar before. I’m former Australian military, Tactical Assault Group. We hunted terrorists. That’s where I got my security training.”
Clayton was speechless. He’d met plenty of ex and former military. The astronaut corps was riddled with them. Bert had never struck Clayton as military. That wasn’t a good or bad thing, it just was.
Bert rubbed the week-old beard on his neck. “I haven’t had this much hair on my face since Afghanistan.”
“I didn’t know,” Clayton mustered.
“I don’t talk about it much. It seems like a long time ago, even longer since the world went to hell.”
“I didn’t mean to judge,” Clayton tried to apologize, “or seem flippant.”
“No worries,” said Bert. “If I’m honest, it wasn’t my finest moment back there. I didn’t have anything smaller. That thirty cal was a bit of an overkill. It tore people apart.”
Bert stared into the V-shaped path of light ahead of them on the highway. The ex-Special Forces operator chuckled to himself nervously. He wiped his forehead and then ran his hands along the steering wheel. “What about you?” asked Bert. “You’re an astronaut, right?”
Clayton’s eyes drifted to the horizon and then up to the black sky. The milky red aurora was gone. “I was,” he said. “Until I crashed back to Earth.”
“What happened up there?”
Clayton sucked in a deep breath and exhaled through puffed cheeks. He shifted in his seat and leaned his elbow against the door. “That’s a short question with a really long answer,” he replied.
“We’ve got time,” said Bert. “If we’re going all the way to Houston, the odometer tells me we have another seven hundred miles at least.”
Clayton leaned back and closed his eyes. Seven hundred miles was nothing. It was easy. ten hours under normal driving conditions, not more than fifteen or sixteen hours as things stood. Soon enough he’d be home. He’d start the next chapter of his life, the one where his family was the focus and the center of everything he did. Their survival and happiness would trump his own. He was about to speak when his seat jerked forward and something hit him from behind. There was pressure at his throat, something sharp rubbing against his skin. A voice snarling at his ear threatened to kill him, her hot breath uncomfortable on his neck. Sally was awake.
“Stop the truck,” she growled. “Pull over now and stop the truck.”
Clayton struggled against the hold, but her leverage was just so that as he moved, she tightened her suffocating wrap and pressed her pocketknife forcefully against his neck. Instead of fighting her, he dropped his hands to his sides, his right one finding the Glock. When he tried to grab it, she jerked him to one side and he lost his grip. He was struggling to breathe. It was all happening so fast.
Bert momentarily took his hand off the wheel in surrender and decelerated quickly. “All right,” he said. “I’m pulling over.”
The truck slowed and Bert applied the brake, turning the engine off. He was parked straddling the line that separated the shoulder from the slow lane. Clayton tried reaching for the gun, his right arm twisting to reach it. He couldn’t find it.
“Leave the keys in the ignition and get out,” Sally demanded.
Bert hesitated. He shifted his body to look at her. She kicked the back of his seat with her left foot.
“Get out!” she screamed.
Bert fumbled for the door handle, tumbled out of the truck, and slid clumsily onto the highway. He backed away from the truck, his right hand in front of his face, begging Sally to stay calm. He’d left the door open, the window still down from the checkpoint. When he was clear of the truck, Sally loosened her grip on Clayton.
“You,” she said, “spaceman. You get out too.” She shoved the back of his head and freed him from her hold.
Clayton fell forward onto the floorboard. He reached up and grabbed the door handle, swung it open, and climbed out onto the shoulder. He stumbled back on the uneven edge of asphalt but kept his balance enough not to fall into the grassy embankment aside the highway.
Less than a minute later, Vihaan tumbled from the truck onto the ground next to Clayton. He was conscious but lethargic, and seemingly confused. He moaned and then called up to Sally. “Where are you going, Sally?” he asked. “What happened? Why are you—”
“Idiots!” Sally spat, and unleashed a profanity-laced diatribe, ending with, “Selfish idiots.” She hung out the side of the truck, spitting as she yelled. “You think I really befriended you, Vihaan? Really? Me? You? Please. My job was to keep you inside and occupied. Spaceman here destroyed that. Now I can’t go back. Hell if I’m staying with you. You wanted out. You got it.”
Vihaan lay on the ground, seemingly stunned by the nasty revelation. He pulled his hands to his face.
Sally slammed shut the passenger’s side door and scrambled to the driver’s seat, reaching for the ignition. Her face reddened and her features tightened with anger. “Where are they keys?” she snapped. “Give me the keys!”
Bert reached into his pocket and dangled the keys from his finger. “You didn’t think this through, did you? And what’s worse, you brought a knife to a gunfight.” He pulled his left hand from behind his back, revealing the nine millimeter, and leveled it at her.
The red hue drained from Sally’s face. She instantly paled, her eyes bulging with the recognition she’d misplayed her hand.
“Get out of the truck,” Bert said. “I don’t want to kill a woman, but I have before under far less irritating circumstances.”
Sally cursed and spat at Bert, but climbed from the truck. She stood at the open door, her feet planted shoulder-wide in a weak show of defiance.
Chandra struggled to his feet and walked around the front of the truck, leaning on the front grille for support. His balance was clearly off-center. “You were lying the whole time?” he asked. “What about the bruises?”
“Part of the plan,” she hissed. “All of it was an act. That moron Treadgold never should have brought you to the bunker. I told him that when he assigned me to you.”
Chandra lowered his head and leaned his full weight against the truck. Clayton could see the scientist was processing the data, trying to calculate how he hadn’t forecasted this outcome.
Bert waved the gun at Sally. “Move away from the truck. We have places to be.”
Sally laughed. “What, you’re going to leave me here in the middle of nowhere?”
Bert looked at their surroundings, curling his lip into a sneer. “Yes.”
Sally looked back at Chandra and then at Clayton. She ran a hand through her strawberry blond hair and stepped toward the center of the road. She was halfway between Bert and the truck, her eyes darting around, her chin trembling.
“Vihaan, Clayton,” said Bert, “you two go ahead and hop back in. I’ll be there in a second.”
Clayton moved to Chandra and put his hand on the scientist’s shoulder. He ushered him around to the passenger’s side of the JLTV and helped him into the cab. He reached under the seat and found the Glock, pulled it free of its strap, checked it, and held it in his hand.
Bert pointed in the direction they’d traveled from. “Take fifty steps that way,” he said to Sally. “Count out loud. You stop before you get to fifty and I’ll kill you.”
Sally cursed at all three men and started counting. She moved deliberately north, away from Bert and the truck. When she’d hit twenty-five, Bert crossed the street and climbed back into the truck. He started the engine, released the brake, shifted into gear, and accelerated south.
***
MISSION ELAPSED TIME
76 DAYS, 11 HOURS, 07 MINUTES, 01 SECONDS
BOWIE, TEXAS
Bert eased the truck into a parking space in front of Bowie City Hall. It was early morning and they needed to refuel. It had taken eight hours to travel four hundred miles from Kerrick, Texas, at the Oklahoma border to the small town northwest of Dallas. They’d managed to avoid any additional checkpoints.
“I’ll fill it up,” said Clayton. He shouldered open his door and jumped to the street. His legs were heavy, his joints stiff from the long, silent overnight ride. Clayton had tried to sleep, but Chandra’s whimpers from the backseat had kept him awake.
He eased to the back of the JLTV and opened up the tailgate, pulled a couple of the jerry cans to the ground, then heaved one of them to the fuel access. Bert appeared from the other side of the truck.
“Bowie, Texas,” he said, employing his best Southern twang. “Have you ever been here before?”
Clayton plopped the can’s spout into the tank. The can vibrated as diesel glugged into the tanks. “No, never have. Though I saw a sign that suggested this is where the world’s largest Bowie knife is displayed.”
“How large?”
“Twenty feet.”
Dust swirled around the men as a soft breeze chilled the air around them. Bert crossed his arms over his chest and tucked his hands under his armpits. He looked at the cream-colored brick building in front of the truck. Its quartet of windows were adorned with metal green awnings, as was the front door. Above it was a green placard embossed with gold lettering. BOWIE CITY HALL.
“You think Vihaan’s going to be okay?” he asked.
Clayton shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know if any of us are going to be okay.”
Bert frowned. “That’s a downer.”
“This is a different world, Bert. People have turned into aliens. Their basest instinct seems to rule. We have limited food, little water, and almost no fuel. Once we go through the cans, we’re stuck wherever the needle pegs empty.”
“You might be right on the people, the food, and the water,” Bert smirked, “but we might be just fine on the fuel.”
“How so?”
Bert motioned past Clayton. “That truck over there has likely got more diesel in it than we can carry.”
Clayton looked over his shoulder and saw a white bobtail fuel truck. Along the side of the truck was black and gold labeling that read “Kelly Propane and Fuel, LLC.” On the bottom right of the fuel tank on the back of the truck was a red diamond that warned of flammable diesel fuel on board.
Forty-five minutes later all six of their cans were full. Clayton lugged the last of the jerry cans to the back of the JLTV. He walked to the driver’s side and climbed behind the wheel.
“My turn,” he said. “You catch some sleep, Bert.”
Chandra was already asleep. He was lying awkwardly splayed on the backseats, snoring.
Clayton was driving southeast on State Highway 287. If the road signs were right, it would take him through Fort Worth and Waxahachie. He knew from experience he could find Interstate 45 from Waxahachie. He’d driven through there before on a camping trip to Dinosaur Valley State Park with Chris.
He accelerated, unconsciously pushing the truck faster and faster, willing himself toward home. What had been a week seemed so much farther in the distance. Hours earlier, before Sally had put a knife to his throat, he’d been about to tell Bert what had happened in orbit.
What had happened?
He remembered that moment the radio went dead on the ISS and how he’d gripped the sides of the laptop display directly in front of him. The screen had been black. He’d thumped the spacebar with his thumb. He’d hit the power button as if he were trying to score on a video game. Nothing had worked, not even the joystick that controlled the Canadarm2. He’d jockeyed it back and forth and slapped at it out of frustration. Nothing.
In his mind, a movie played as if he were watching it happen to someone else. Boris Voin was stuck, tangled in the tether that connected him to the ISS. Ben Greenwood was floating with his hands up in surrender.
At the time, he’d not seen them move. They had not indicated they were alive. As he drove the JLTV toward Fort Worth, his mind replaying that seminal moment in his life, he could see Boris’s gloved hand curl. Ben Greenwood’s arms twitched. They’d been alive.
Clayton couldn’t be sure that his memory wasn’t playing tricks on him. It was possible he was rewriting his own history to justify his ill-advised spacewalk. However, something told him that wasn’t the case, that in the confusion of the moment, he hadn’t processed their movements. His eyes had missed them, but his subconscious hadn’t. That was why he’d felt so compelled to try to rescue them. That was why he’d clung to the belief they might be saved. That was why he’d risked his own life for theirs. It wasn’t selfishness, as he’d told himself. It was heroism. It was what any righteous human would do for another.
It might also have been something else that drove him to the gargantuan, futile effort that defied every bit of his training. Clayton didn’t want to admit to himself that was it. But it was more plausible than the notion he’d not seen either of his crewmates exhibit signs of life in the seconds after the coronal mass ejection blasted through the ISS.
The “something else” was his twin sister. As a rational adult, he knew that her death hadn’t been his fault. As an eighth grader at the time, only fourteen years old, he’d not been rational.
As the ambulance took him from the mangled wreckage of their car, leaving his sister behind, Clayton had wailed. He’d reached for her, called her name, and cried for the medics not to take him.
He and his twin had an unbreakable bond as children. They’d promised each other they would always be together. They would never leave the other behind. They’d promised each other with a blood oath that no matter what happened in their lives, one would always be there to help the other. The oath, the promise, was his idea. She’d eagerly agreed.
When Carrie died in the crash, he’d left her behind. He’d failed to be there to help her. As a fourteen-year-old, he’d carried that weight, knowing he’d not kept his promise. At her funeral, he’d laid a white glove on her small casket and whispered to her so that only her spirit could hear him.
Driving Highway 287, weaving around stalled trucks and cars, zipping past backpack-clad loners hiking and thumbing for rides, Clayton remembered for the first time in years what he’d said to her.
“I’ll never leave anyone behind,” he’d said, his hand resting on the polished mahogany. “I’ll never break my promise again, and I’ll do everything I can to get as close to you in Heaven as I can.”
Clayton’s sore throat tightened and his eyes welled. Had he really done all of that? Go to space, attempt to rescue two dead men, and drag their bodies from outer space back to Earth, across a glacier, all because of an adolescent promise he’d made to his dead twin?
In so doing, Clayton had left behind the only people who really mattered. He’d left Jackie, Marie, and Chris to fend for themselves in the worst possible environment. He took a deep, ragged breath, and cleared his mind.
How in the world did I ever pass the psych evaluation?
Bert was asleep in the front passenger’s seat, his head bouncing against the headrest as the truck rumbled along the highway. Chandra hadn’t moved from his awkward recline.
Clayton checked the fuel gauge and smiled. It wasn’t a worry now. In some magical deux ex machina moment, the gods had provided a truck three-quarters full of diesel. Now there was no question they’d reach Clear Lake.
No question at all…
 



CHAPTER 23
THURSDAY, JANUARY 30, 2020, 6:02 PM CST
CLEAR LAKE, TEXAS
Chris heard the rumble first. He bounded down the stairs and into the kitchen. Jackie was boiling water from the swimming pool in a pot. She had a large handful of uncooked spaghetti noodles in her hand. She looked up from the pot when Chris called her name.
“What is it?” she said. “You seem excited.”
“There’s somebody coming. Like the Army or something.”
Jackie snapped the noodles in half and dumped them into the pot. “How do you know?”
“I heard something loud, like a tank, and went to the back window upstairs,” Chris said. “There’s some big truck with a gun on it rolling up the main loop.”
“I think I heard that too. Where’s Nikki?”
“She’s upstairs,” said Chris. “I think she’s reading one of your books.”
Jackie wiped her hands on her shirt and edged around the island toward her son. “Grapes of Wrath,” she said. “I told her it would make our plight seem more palatable. Let’s go check on this tank.”
She crossed the kitchen to the family room. Before she reached the front door, she drew the Glock from her waistband, pulled the slide, and aimed the weapon at the ground. At the door she stopped.
“Hey, Nikki!” she called upstairs, one hand cupped at her mouth. “C’mon out front. Bring your gun.”
Jackie admired Nikki’s handiwork at the front windows. They were boarded up with plastic and large pieces of undamaged wood from the fire across the street.
Jackie unlocked the front door, unlatching the new hotel bar she’d installed. She’d taken it from the Bucks’ place across the street. They didn’t need it.
The sun was low in the sky, offering an orange glow across the neighborhood. The tall pines in her front yard cast long shadows across the driveway. Jackie stood on the front porch, waiting for Nikki.
“What’s going on?” said the fighter, stepping outside, her Glock in her hand. “I was just reading about the government-run camp and the plot to stage a riot so they can shut it down.”
Jackie nodded toward the main loop. “Hear that rumble?”
“Yeah,” said Nikki. “It’s getting louder.”
The women stepped from the porch onto the driveway. At the end of the cul-de-sac, the front end of a high-rise sand-colored truck eased right and turned onto their street. It was rolling slowly, but the engine whined and whirred in the lower gear.
Jackie tightened her grip on her weapon and stepped closer to the street. Behind her, the front door opened and closed. Chris and Marie were standing on the porch. Although she considered telling them to go inside, something stopped her. She walked out into the street and straight toward the oncoming armored truck. Her deliberate steps quickened and she instinctively started jogging, then running, at the truck as it slowed to a stop halfway down the street. It squealed when the driver set its brakes.
“Jackie,” Nikki called, “what are you doing? Jackie!”
Jackie didn’t listen. She ran straight for the truck, covering the final feet in a full sprint. She knew. She knew her husband was home. It came as no surprise to her when astronaut Clayton Shepard emerged from the right side of the truck and leapt toward her.
Jackie wrapped her arms around a man she almost didn’t recognize and buried her face in his chest. He was rank with odor, his hands calloused and rough on her face and neck. She hadn’t even looked him in the eyes, but it was him. Clayton was home.
Both of them sobbed, holding up each other’s weight as they embraced. Moments later, two more bodies joined theirs. Chris and Marie bowled into their parents, almost knocking them to the ground. The family stood there in the street for what at once felt like an instant and forever.
“I knew you would come home,” Jackie said, pulling her face from Clayton’s uniform. “I knew, against every rational bone in my body, that you’d find your way back.”
Clayton stared into her eyes and she saw a sadness, a deep pain looking back at her that hadn’t been there seventy-seven days earlier. She couldn’t imagine, she didn’t want to imagine, what he’d done to make it home to her. She touched his ragged, spotty beard. His face was pale, his cheekbones more pronounced than she remembered. Jackie stepped back, her arms still around him, and looked at the digital camouflage uniform. She patted his chest and motioned toward the JLTV.
“So you enlisted?” she joked. “Is that what took you so long?”
Clayton hadn’t said anything yet. He’d been crying and laughing and holding his family. His chin quivered and he inhaled a shallow breath. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m so sorry.”
Jackie sniffed back her own tears. “You can be sorry later. We need to get you cleaned up. You stink.”
When she turned to lead her husband to the house, two other men emerged from the truck. They cautiously stepped forward but kept a comfortable distance. Clayton must have sensed she’d seen them. He turned around.
“This is Bert Martin and Vihaan Chandra,” said Clayton. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for them.”
Jackie tucked the gun in her waistband and walked toward the men. She offered her hand. “Thank you,” she said, first to Bert and then to Chandra. “Thank you so much. Of course you’re welcome in our home. I’m cooking noodles right now.”
The men thanked her and followed her back to the house. Jackie stopped when she reached Nikki.
“This is Nikki,” said Jackie. “We wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for her.”
Clayton shook her hand, as did Vihaan. Bert held the grip a beat past comfortable.
“Do I know you?” he asked. “You look familiar.”
Nikki glanced at Jackie and then responded, “I get that a lot.”
The group walked back into the house, where Jackie guided them upstairs to find clothing and wash clothes they could soak in the bathtubs. She steered Clayton clear of the master bedroom.
He stood on the foot of the stairs, looking at her. She held his hand and rubbed the back of it with her thumb.
“I’d tell you I owe you a trip to St. Lucia,” he said. “But we don’t have a boat.”
“It would probably take more than a boat,” she said. “You go clean up and come right back. We have a lot to discuss over dinner.”
Clayton gave Jackie another hug before climbing the stairs. He used the handrail to move up one step at a time.
“You’re limping,” she said.
Clayton looked back at Jackie. “We have a lot to discuss over dinner.”
***
Clayton leaned on the granite kitchen island, as he’d done so many times before. It felt different this time. Not only because they were eating by candlelight, or that there were three people who were virtual strangers standing around the island, eating with him, but because his world was irreparably changed.
Chris was noticeably older than the last time he’d seen him. He was taller, his facial structure more mature. The baby fat that had filled his dimpled cheeks was gone.
Marie was more of a woman, the spitting image of her mother. There was a wisdom in her eyes he hadn’t seen before. She moved gracefully; the awkwardness of her early teenage years had disappeared.
Jackie was as beautiful as she’d been the day he’d met her, let alone the day he’d left for Star City, Russia, and his trip to the ISS, but there was an edge to her. She was hardened in some intangible way. She’d seen or experienced things that had altered her vision of the world, he was certain. There were things he assumed he didn’t want to know, but needed to know.
He’d noticed the burned pile of debris where homes once stood across from his, seen the boarded windows, and the bloodstain on the floor. He was afraid of what he’d find in the forbidden master suite. There was time to learn about all of it.
They were a family again. That was the comforting thing. They were, however, a different family than they’d been before, and there was no going back.
Clayton finished the last of the pasta, sipping the final noodle into his mouth like a straw. Chris laughed at him and he smiled.
“I wish the spaghetti had gone further,” said Jackie. “I wasn’t expecting company.”
“We apologize for the intrusion,” said Chandra. “We won’t be staying long.”
Jackie chuckled. “I was joking. Our house is your house; our food is your food. You brought my husband back to me.”
Chandra blushed and looked at his empty plate. “Thank you.”
“How much food do we have?” asked Clayton. “I mean, how long can we go with seven people here?”
Jackie shrugged. “A week.”
“What about JSC?” asked Clayton. “Could they help?”
“Been there, done that. It’s a long story,” said Jackie. “Probably not. They’d take us in, but not Nikki or Bert and Chandra. And their accommodations aren’t good for the long term. They have food and power, that’s about it.”
“There’s the ranch near Austin,” Marie said. “We could go there. I bet Nikki would like to see Rick. We know they’re self-sustaining from what Candace said.”
Clayton shook his head in confusion. “Who’s Candace?” he asked. “And Rick? Rick Walsh? Kenny’s dad?”
“Yes,” said Jackie. “He was camping with the boys and met Nikki when the power went out. They all made it back here. Nikki stayed with us when Rick took a group of people to a prepper’s ranch near Austin.”
“Candace’s ranch?”
“Her cousin’s.”
“Who’s Candace again?”
Jackie dabbed the corner of her mouth with a paper towel. “She lived in the other cul-de-sac. She came to stay with us when the power went out.”
Clayton scratched his beard and ran his hands through his hair. “Where exactly is this place?” he asked. “And we know they’ve got plenty of food?”
“We don’t know anything, really,” Nikki answered. “We were told it’s got a farm and well water and natural gas power. It’s in Coupland, east of Austin.”
“And you’re Rick’s latest—”
“Clayton Shepard!” Jackie gasped.
Nikki smirked. “I’m nobody’s anything.”
Clayton waved his hands in front of his face. “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that.”
“Yeah, you did,” said Nikki. “It’s fine.”
“Well,” said Clayton, “from the look of the neighborhood and the house, I’m not sure staying here is any more of a viable long-term option than JSC. As much as I want to stay here, I think we’re better off trying the ranch.”
“It’s a risk,” said Jackie.
“With all due respect,” said Bert, “everything’s a risk now. How far is Coupland?”
“Less than two hundred miles,” Clayton responded.
Bert shrugged. “We’ve got enough fuel to get us there. We could all pile into the JLTV out there, though not everyone would have a seatbelt.”
“What about checkpoints?” asked Nikki. “At NASA, they talked about the government shutting things down.”
“We’re in a military vehicle,” said Bert. “We’ve got military uniforms upstairs. We’ll be fine. Plus, we avoided most of the checkpoints on the way here. We can figure it out heading to Coupland.”
Jackie looked at Clayton. She eased closer to him and nudged him with her hip. “So it looks like you’re not done traveling,” she said. “You’re not home just yet.”
“Home is wherever you are,” said Clayton.
Marie rolled her eyes. “Give me a break. I missed you, Dad, but I didn’t miss your corniness.”
“I did,” said Jackie. “I missed it.”
“I missed a lot,” said Clayton. “And I want to hear about it all, good and bad. But let’s get to Coupland first.”
“We’ll leave in the morning,” said Bert. “We could be there by midday, nightfall at the latest.”
“After what we’ve done,” said Clayton. “That’s easy.”
***
Clayton stood in the driveway, the faint odor of smoke hanging in the cold air. He inhaled and tightened his grip around Jackie’s waist. She stood in front of him, her back pressed against him, and together they looked skyward. She held his wrists with her hands.
“I looked up at the sky every night,” she said. “I talked to you. I prayed for you. I cursed you. I searched for you.”
Clayton kissed the top of her head and inhaled her scent. He felt her lungs expand and contract with her breaths.
“No matter how far away I knew you were,” she said, “I always believed you’d come back to us. It didn’t make sense. I’m too smart to think you could navigate whatever it was you had to navigate to get here, but I believed.”
“Did you really?”
“I did,” she said. “I knew it was you in that truck today. I don’t know how, but I could see you in the truck behind the wheel. That’s why I ran to you.”
Clayton replayed the moment in his mind: her running to him, grabbing him, clinging to him.
She pulled his arms from around her waist and turned to face him. “I never stopped believing,” she said. “Never. I knew you wouldn’t leave us behind.”
Clayton looked into his wife’s eyes. She was a good woman, a strong woman. She should have been the astronaut. She was the hero. He couldn’t tell her there were moments when he thought about giving up. He couldn’t admit he’d been ready to fall to his death. He kept telling himself there was plenty of time for that. There’d be time once they reached the ranch. There’d be time days or weeks from now. Or there wouldn’t be time. In this nightmarish world, nothing was certain anymore. Everywhere was the middle of nowhere.
Still, they had each other now. He’d somehow bridged the gap between his family and a powerless, floating RV two hundred and forty-nine miles above the planet’s surface. He’d crash-landed, fought off wolves, buried friends, stolen a plane, escaped from an underground bunker, and somehow made it back to the woman who believed he would do all of it and come back to her alive.
And he had.
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