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RECAP

In history there were five extinction-level events. Earth entered the sixth ten thousand years ago. It wasn’t due to happen, but it did.
It was unheard of, but the warning signs were there. Gene Montgomery, a geologist, had been following the signs, but he didn’t know what it was until that morning.
It was the same event-type theorized about the Permian extinction. Methane below the surface of the earth built up and erupted. It did so in pockets all across the globe, continuous eruptions every few hours until the earth released all the built-up methane.
Wherever the eruptions occurred the air was deadly. It killed everyone instantly.
Gene was able to watch, hidden in an airtight chamber.
He was one day away from leaving his desk for vacation.
Heading to Vegas was Gene’s best friend Tom Foster. Tom was a good man, easy going, he never hurt anyone intentionally. He was on Flight 3430 with his adult sons, Owen and Gabe. Owen was the levelheaded son and Gabe was wayward, always in trouble.
When the eruptions began, Tom, his sons, and over a hundred people were safe at thirty thousand feet in the air. Gene managed to get a hold of Tom. They were safe, but until the threat was over with, they could not land.
A near impossible feat.
Gabe Foster may have been a screw up, but he was still an experienced pilot. He had lost his license when he got a DUI, but Gabe was instrumental to their success.
From the ground, Gene guided them to where they could safely land. But each landing had only a small window of time to fuel up and get back in the air.
During the crisis, the passengers of Flight 3430 quickly bonded with each other. Tom and his sons befriended Delaney Russo, a married mother of two young children. She was meeting her sister for her first vacation in years.
Frightened for her family, Delaney relied on the Foster family for support and information.
Gary Nealy had been a firefighter for a long time. It was something he loved. Never did he believe that it would save his life. He was responding to a call when the event occurred. Quick thinking had him place on his mask and he was able to breathe oxygen during the crucial time the air was deadly.
He watched everyone around him die and thought he was alone; then he spotted the plane landing.
Gary hightailed it to the airport and became a crucial part of Flight 3430’s attempt to stay in the air.
Back in Montana, Gene frantically searched for safe places to guide Flight 3430. It wasn’t just the methane; Gene and his coworker began monitoring a storm surge that would likely bury the East Coast in water.
Gainesville, Florida had been untouched. With the methane eruptions slowing down, Gene sent Flight 3430 back to Vegas to refuel and rest.
Tom, his sons, Gary and the rest of the flight take refuge at the airport.
Delaney, in hopes of finding her sister, slipped away.
With limited time remaining, Tom, Owen, Gabe, and Gary set out to find her.
They knew they risked Flight 3430 taking off without them, but Gabe was confident if they missed the plane, he could man another.
During their search, they stop at a fire station to get equipment in case they were caught in an eruption.
They found Delaney at a hotel with her dead sister. Just as they prepared to leave, Delaney discovered her brother, Stevie was still alive in Tennessee. She is renewed with energy and they all head to the airport.
It wasn’t long before they saw Flight 3430 take off, leaving them behind. While rushing to the airport they place on their protective equipment just as another eruption occurs.
They make it to the airport and get a plane, it is after they are in the air that they learn Tom’s equipment had failed. He was dying.
Gene redirected them to Colorado for help where there was a sealed bunker. They arrive, but too late.
Tom dies. His sons, Gene, Gary, and Delaney take Tom’s body back home to bury him.
They stay the night, but in the morning, Delaney had left again. She went to find her brother and children.
This time they do not follow her. It was her decision and they needed to wait out the massive storms that were beating down east of the Mississippi.
The book ends six weeks after the storms, when it is safe to venture east. Gabe and Owen are on their own search-and-rescue party and make it to Cleveland to look for Delaney.
They find only destruction.




ONE – THE BROTHERS

Cleveland, OH
 
“Jumping Johnny Wonder!” Gabe Foster blurted out, pausing in his walk to do so. It was a moment after being unable to recall a name, a ‘tip of the tongue’ moment that came to fruition after he finally stopped trying to remember.
“What?” His brother, Owen laughed out the word. “What about him?”
Gabe reached into his pocket and pulled out the wrestling action figure. “That’s who this is. Jumping Johnny Wonder.”
“Ah, yeah, you’re right. Dude, good call.”
“Yeah.” His thumb brushed over the figure. A toy he discovered in the rubble of a home he believed belonged to Delaney.
The brothers had finally been given a plane to go east, to explore the area they jokingly called the forbidden zone. From satellite images it seemed everything east of the Mississippi was flattened by raging storms and floods that kept going for weeks. So much of the landscape had been changed. They were in Cleveland now; they weren’t supposed to be.
Cleveland was the place Delaney Russo had left for in search of her children and brother.
But since they had the plane and they had to sort of fly over Cleveland to get to their destination of West Virginia, Gabe figured they should stop.
Keep good on his word that he would look for Delaney and her family.
Not even Gabe had expected their first stop to be as bad as it was.
And the brothers were no strangers to destroyed cities.
For eight weeks they worked with the government, based now out of Colorado Springs, on the Restructuring Initiative.
Their jobs were mainly to look for life. Going from town to town, city to city.
It was a big country.
They barely made a dent in Colorado when the opportunity to go east arose.
“Oh, yeah, we’re on it,” Gabe told the military leaders in Colorado Springs when they asked if he wanted to take a trip to West Virginia.
It was funny to Gabe that the base was an Air Force Base, yet they had very few pilots.
He was happy and proud to be one of them. He flew some out west, but not as much as he liked. He actually had to ‘test out’ as the Colonel put it.
Gabe did so with flying colors. Flying was never a problem; it was staying sober on the ground that was his issue. He never knew it meant losing his license as a pilot if he lost his license as a driver. He should have, and maybe he did, but he never thought it would happen to him.
His father had warned him.
His father.
Every single second Gabe thought of his father his heart hurt. He carried with him the guilt of the years he had disappointed him, calling him only when he was in trouble. One thing he knew though, his father loved Gabe and his brother unconditionally.
Their mother did as well. He and Owen went on a search for her. It wasn’t too hard to find her, she was home and had passed away during an eruption.
Finding her was painful, but it wasn’t as shocking, nor did it have the impact that his father’s death had. They had expected and were realistic about what happened to their mom. Tom, their father, wasn’t supposed to die.
He had lived through it all and died because of a faulty hose.
“What a mess,” Owen said as they walked, snapping Gabe from his thoughts.
“It’s worse than I expected,” Gabe replied. “Actually, I didn’t know what to expect. When Uncle Gene said storms raged, I didn’t think it meant they flattened entire cities.”
“Yeah, the space station pictures didn’t prepare me for this either.”
“Uncle Gene tried,” Gabe said. “He did. I thought he was exaggerating.”
“Me, too,” Owen laughed.
“Oh! Dude. You know what? We saw some of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame was still standing, we should go there and see what we can salvage.”
“Is that right?”
“How is it wrong?” Gabe asked.
“Not only will it eat up time, but is it considered looting?”
“It so is not,” Gabe stated. “Not according to the Colonel’s rules. Don’t you remember when he told us?” Gabe cleared his throat, deepened his voice, and made it raspy in an attempt to imitate the Colonel. “Boys, you see any looters, make note. Now I’m not talking about the lone person in a devastated city looking for food. I’m talking individuals stealing in situations where the goods can benefit others.”
Owen chuckled. “That was really good.”
“Thanks.”
“I can’t believe you remembered that.”
Gabe shrugged. “I listen to him. And since by definition it’s not looting we should stop.”
“We don’t have time. How much time is left?” Owen asked.
“The colonel isn’t keeping tabs on us. We’re fine.”
“Gabe.”
“You have a watch. You look. We’re fine,” Gabe said. “Besides, we can’t get to the plane any faster unless you want to run.”
“No, I don’t want to run. We’ll break an ankle or something.”
Owen was right. So much rubble and debris were hidden under large puddles that remained after the flood. There was a lot of water. It was dangerous not to tread carefully.
“We’ll be okay on fuel, right?” Owen asked. “I mean this was not a stop on our itinerary. So, we’re still good, right?”
“Yep,” Gabe answered. “Even if it were tight, there are places to stop. You know, not being a rule breaker your entire life makes you kind of annoying in the apocalypse.”
“You know, just because things took a nosedive in the world doesn't mean we don’t follow rules. We have to follow rules, Gabe, like it or not. The colonel put his trust in us.”
Gabe laughed.
“You think that’s funny?”
“Yeah, I do. We’re following rules, Owen. We’re just bending them slightly to find a friend, and we are only stopping at the hall of fame to preserve history. We’ve done everything else Colonel Macintosh asked. This is fine. What’s going on with you?”
“What do you mean?”
“You’re in a mood. Like you’re worried or afraid.”
“I’m not. I’m just …” Owen sighed out. “Okay. I’m bummed. I wanted to find Delaney.”
“Yeah, me, too.”
“I thought, you know, we’d find a sign she had been here or see her. But it’s a big, dead country. Realistically, will we ever find her?”
“Realistically? No. Realistically we won’t. Our chances of finding her are slim to none. However, we may not know where she is, but she knows where we are. So, realistically, if she’s alive,” Gabe said. “She’ll find us. That … I believe.”
Owen reached over and placed his hand on Gabe’s back for a second. “Thanks for the positive thoughts.”
“Any time.”
After a beat, Owen said “Okay.”
“Okay?”
“Yeah, let’s hit the museum.”
Gabe clenched his fist, with an excited, “Yes! What changed your mind?”
“It’s history. If we can take a little piece we should. We need to preserve it or history just washes away. Plus, you’re right,” Owen said. “The colonel isn’t keeping tabs on us.”




TWO – THE UNCLE

Colorado Springs, CO
 
It probably wasn’t the best choice, or time, for Gene to take up smoking again. It wasn’t really intentional. All it took was one smoke, and fifteen-plus years of kicked habit went to the curb.
Sure, there were plenty of packs left in the world, but how long they’d last and not be stale remained to be seen. Then again, that would cause him to quit again. It wasn’t like anyone would grow tobacco. Or maybe they would.
It was sort of Owen’s hobby feeding into Gene’s addiction. Every time they’d go out, Owen would grab cigarettes for Gene, and lighters.
It was time to step out for a break, Gene had his cigarette ready, and he tucked it behind his ear. He reached over for a folder of data to take with him on his break.
“Why in God’s name were your nephews in Ohio?” Colonel Randal Macintosh spat the words, entering Gene’s lab.
“I’m … sorry ... what?” Gene asked, slightly confused.
Truthfully it wasn’t a good time. Gene had data spread across a table. Data he was trying to decipher with Wiley, his assistant from Billings. Not to mention a cigarette parked behind his ear.
“Gabe and Owen, the ones that call you Uncle Gene?”
“Oh, yeah. Them.”
“Why are they in Ohio?”
“Ohio,” Gene repeated. “How do you know?”
“Radar.”
“Oh, yes, that makes sense.”
“Question.” Wiley lifted a hand. “Why does it upset you? I’m just curious. I mean that’s unchartered territory. Any stop they make would be a good one.”
“I’m not upset. Alright, maybe a little,” the Colonel said. “They need to stick to the mission. The mission is West Virginia because we’ve heard nothing from them. They want to go to Ohio, make it another mission.”
“So, just to be clear,” Wiley said. “If they want to stop in Ohio, you want them to fly by it, go to West Virginia, come back, and go back to Ohio?”
“Yes.”
“Hmm.”
“Okay … you’re right,” the Colonel said. “They need to tell me this stuff. They dropped out of radar. How do we know they didn’t go down?”
“Do we know they didn’t?” Gene asked.
“They took off again.”
“Delaney,” Gene stated. “She’s from Ohio. Bet they went there to look for her. She left her belongings and her license, so they knew where she lived.”
“The chick who took off during the extinction storms?” Colonel asked.
Gene nodded.
“Yeah, looking for her is a waste. She’s dead. Anyhow …. can you please make sure, if they take a plane, they don’t go rogue?”
“Absolutely,” Gene replied. “I’ll talk to them.”
“Good. Thank you. Anything happening here? How are things looking?” the colonel asked.
Wiley answered. “We’re watching. We’re seeing some increases again.”
“Seriously? I thought it was over,” the colonel said.
“It took months if not years,” Wiley said. “For the dust to settle after the meteor took out the dinosaurs, this is our dust.”
“It won’t be as bad,” Gene said. “We know the areas; we can watch them.”
The colonel nodded. “Maybe we should train a team what to watch for. Keep it twenty-four-seven.”
“That’s a good idea,” Gene replied.
“That’s what we’ll do. We just don’t need another town of Palmer happening.”
Gene crinkled his brow. “What happened in Palmer?”




THREE – THE FIREFIGHTER

Palmer, CO
 
The pillar of fire blasted from the ground and roared to the sky. It sounded like the world’s largest blow torch. It was solid and narrow with a width no wider than a telephone pole.
Gary Nealy felt that one coming. A slight vibration from the ground and a humming sound. What the hum was, Gary still didn’t know.
There wasn’t much of a warning, but enough for him to yell to the others on his team. “Watch out!”
By the time this one hit, he was ready. The other three explosions, not so much.
The first one took them by surprise. The area was supposed to be safe, there was no methane readings at all. They were wrong. There was obviously some sort of subsurface build up. Not enough to make the air fatal, but enough to ignite something.
He wasn’t far from the first explosion, thirty feet maybe. It just shot from the ground, sending debris flying out as the flames violently ripped upward.
Gary watched one of his team fly backwards, landing hard on his back.
“Man down!” someone shouted. “Man down!”
He wasn’t even sure if the man, Doug, survived. He had been thrown pretty far, not to mention being hit with the blast.
The explosion looked eerily familiar, flashing Gary back to that very first day eight weeks earlier. Because of the memory he put on his facemask before racing over.
The crewman lay bent backwards against the rubble. Doug wasn’t alive. No way. Gary didn’t need to check for a pulse. Doug’s face and hands were charred. His coat showed signs of being singed.
After checking the methane levels, Gary removed his mask and shook his head. He turned on the radio to voice activate and prepared to tell everyone Doug was gone when he opened his eyes.
The whites of his eyes were bright in contrast to his burnt face, and then after a second, Doug screamed. He cried out painful screams that matched the volume of the roaring fire. The eruption lasted only a minute. But it was enough to tell Gary the area was volatile.
“He’s alive!” Gary called out on the radio. “He’s alive. We need to move him out.”
They had to do so quickly; Doug needed help fast. Gary wasn’t sure he’d make it to the truck, let alone the forty minutes back to base.
Having been a firefighter most of his adult life, he had seen it all when it came to fire injuries.
He didn't feel Doug stood a chance, but Gary had to try.
A man named James was nearby. He was on the ‘clearing crew’ as they were called. They were sent into Palmer to clear bodies and assess dangerous situations.
James raced over with a tarp. “We can use this to carry him.”
“Good idea.”
Doug still screamed in pain, probably more so from the fall because Gary was sure he burned the nerves on his face.
“Doug,” Gary spoke calmly. “Hey buddy, listen. We’re gonna have to lift you and carry you. I’m not gonna lie, it’s gonna be rough.”
Doug responded with a groan.
They lay the tarp down, spreading it out the best they could. Then Gary, bracing under Doug’s shoulder with James at his feet, lifted Doug onto the tarp.
His screams conveyed his pain, and no doubt Doug was suffering.
Once they had him on the tarp, they lifted him.
And then another explosion happened.
Then another.
It became a minefield. Only there was nothing really tripping it. No particular order, the explosions were completely random.
Palmer, Colorado was picked to be a place they would restructure. Even though those in the town were killed instantly in the first massive event, the town suffered minimal structure damage.
It was perfect, they thought. Now it wasn’t.
On the final explosion, even though Gary was ready, he was still nearly knocked over by the blast. He almost lost his balance. He could feel the heat from it, and he literally held his breath while still holding onto Doug as best as he could.
He gave a look to James, his expression inquiring if James was alright.
James nodded. But Gary had to check on the others.
“Everyone okay?” Gary called on the radio. “Check in.”
He cased the area looking for his men through the rippling effect of the fire. His eight man team was down to seven. Now, including himself, he only counted six. One more man was missing.
“Everyone check in,” Gary ordered. “I’m not seeing everyone.”
Then the check-ins began. Soon everyone was accounted for. They needed to make it to the truck, get Doug in there and head back.
Again, they began their journey, it wasn’t far. Another twenty feet. Doug wasn’t that heavy, but the terrain after the explosions was rough.
Almost there.
“Once we get him in, we all head out,” Gary said. “Everyone be ready.”
Then Gary heard the rush of static in his earpiece. He thought it was one of his team until he heard the voice.
“Hey, Gary, come in, it’s Gene.”
“Gene?”
“Yeah, you have a second?”
“Um, not really, I’m a little busy right now, Gene.”
“I need to talk to you about what happened in Palmer,” Gene said.
“Happening,” Gary corrected. “It’s still happening.”
“Can you tell me what it is?”
“Gene!”
“Pictures. I mean, pictures would be good if …”
“Gene!” Gary snapped. “I have a dying man in my hands right now. I’m busy.”
“Get back to me.”
“Yeah, sure.”  Gary wanted to remove the earpiece, shut off the voice activated radio, but his hands were full.
He and James arrived at the truck and gently loaded Doug in the back. Once he was in, Gary requested the first aid bag and they had a matter of minutes before leaving when Gary called out for Gene.
“I’m sorry you have an injured man,” Gene said. “What is going on? The Colonel didn’t go into details and I’m not seeing any readings on this end.”
“If you’re looking for methane, it’s not here,” Gary explained. “It’s explosions. They shoot up like tube fires. It’s weird. They’re intense and burn out in less than a minute.”
“Any order to them?”
“Completely random.”
“And there are no low level methane readings?”
“None. It’s not methane. My opinion, it’s natural gas. A lot of pressure after the methane eruptions.”
“You would be an expert on that,” Gene said.
“Gene, if it’s happening here, it can happen anywhere. Like with the methane, it will keep happening until the pressure is gone. We need to send sniffers out in areas first.”
“I agree. Do you have your phone?”
“Yeah, but there’s no signal until I’m closer to you.”
“Not for talking. Take a picture.”
Gary chuckled. “Of what? They’re gone. But I’ll pull out my phone and snap a shot if another happens.”
“Thank you.”
Gary saw the signal that they were ready to pull out. “I have to go. See you soon.” He disconnected the radio call. Then he reached into his back pocket for his phone and made it camera-ready. He understood what Gene needed. Absolutely a picture would help identify the threat. He didn’t know what good it would do though, because they would be out of there in less than a minute.
He hopped in the back of the truck with Doug, pulling forth the medical bag. He banged his hand on the truck signaling he was ready to go.
Just as they started to pull out, another eruption occurred. That one was far enough in the distance that it didn’t touch them, but close enough that Gary lifted his phone.
He took a picture for Gene, actually three, then put the phone back in his pocket.
Doug was still alive, still crying for help, and as the truck moved, Gary focused on aiding him the best he could.




FOUR – THE LOST SOUL





EIGHT WEEKS EARLIER

They had to be exhausted. Not a single one of them … Gabe, Owen, Gary or Gene, woke up nor heard Delaney leave. She packed a few things and had to rummage for the keys to Owen’s car, that was where she found the atlas in Tom’s desk. She should have known Tom would be old fashioned and not rely on GPS.
The atlas would come in handy.
After getting all that, she took time to write a note.
She felt bad, and glanced at each one of them separately to mentally say goodbye.
Each one of them was a part of why she was alive. Alive and able to find her brother and search for her family.
Delaney felt bad, truly bad. She was in Fort Collins to bury Tom. A man that would be alive if he hadn’t gone looking for her.
There was a tremendous amount of guilt she carried over that and she wasn’t sure if the brothers would ever forgive her. Even if they said they didn’t blame her.
Her intentions were to stick with them, massive storms were raging all over the east and more were on the horizon.
Then Stevie, her brother, reached out.
He was on his way to Cleveland and would meet her at her house.
They both would have their challenges. While his drive was less than half the miles she had to travel, he was on the other side of the Mississippi where things were getting bad.
Most of her thirteen hundred mile journey would be avoiding the storms. The threat of more methane eruptions was over with. She only had to worry about the last few hundred miles.
The problem was … fuel.
Even though Owens' car was economic, it still would take about four tanks of gas to get her to Cleveland. At least four fill ups.
Delaney wasn’t a guru on the subject, but Gary was.
He plotted it all out because they planned on taking Owen’s car back to Colorado Springs.
Using a small generator and a pump, he filled Owen’s tank and four of those red, five gallon gas cans.
The generator and pump rig was in the back of the truck they had driven to Fort Collins, but Delaney couldn’t lift them.
She did take the gas and would figure things out when she ran out.
Before she took the gas, before she loaded her car, she wrote a note. Delaney wasn’t quiet. Maybe a part of her wanted them to wake up, not to stop her but to say, “Hey, one of us will go with you.”
None of them did.
Perhaps it was a sign she wasn’t to rely on others. This was her own journey and one she had to make alone.
The note was short and sweet.
‘I am sorry. Please don’t be angry. I need to do this. I need to find my children, my family. No matter what their fate. I need to see for myself. My brother left for Cleveland and I wasn’t able to stop him. He’s all I have left. I pray you find peace. I have to find mine - Delaney.’
And then she left.
All she had to do was get to Interstate Eighty and it would be a straight shot home.
However, the interstate bred another problem. The people who were driving when the event happened.
The highway wasn’t free and clear, there were places cars had piled up. More than that, cars had veered off the road, into the median strip. Only twice did she have trouble maneuvering, and since the car was compact it made it through.
There was enough gas to get her to Lincoln, Nebraska. She left the car on the outskirts of town, but before she did, she checked Owen’s car thoroughly. Was there something in it that he possibly wanted?
In the visor there was a picture of him, his brother and Tom along with a prayer card from a funeral home for a George Foster. Delaney found it along with the birthday card from his mother in the glove compartment. Those were the only sentimental items she found. She took them just in case, one day, she ran into him again.
With very few belongings, she started to walk.
It was still light out and the last thing Delaney wanted to do was walk once the sun went down. She knew she had to find a car, possibly even stop.
It was the single most frightening experience she had. It was something from a horror movie. Complete silence, not even a bird, and she was surrounded by cars each holding at least one decomposed body.
Eventually she left the highway, but it didn’t make her feel any safer. She was alone, completely alone. Her thoughts stayed on finding her family and she prayed a lot. Delaney also made herself a promise that the rest of the way, unless she absolutely had to, she would not get to the point where she had to walk. She’d find a vehicle before then.
There were several types of places Delaney knew she could find a car and the keys. A car dealership, a gym, a convenience store or motel. Once she made it to a main road off the highway she saw a motel. There were cars in the lot. One summer during college she worked at a motel and knew that part of the check in process was to list the make and model of the car.
It wasn’t a chain hotel; it was a pull up motel with a small office.
It was unlocked and the motel undamaged.
She pushed open the glass door of the office and immediately backed out when the smell hit her. There was a body in there, sealed in. Her throat closed up and her mouth filled with saliva as she fought gagging.
Once she calmed down, she took off her jacket that she had tied around her waist, covered her nose and mouth and went inside.
It helped some, but not enough. She held her breath a lot, inhaling only sporadically.
From behind the counter, she saw the legs. They were swollen and purplish-black. The skin had split.
There were no flies buzzing about.
Whimpering some, Delaney stepped over the body and made her way behind the small front desk.
A keycard with a punch hole, attached to a coil keychain, hung from a nail by the phone. That had to be the master key, so Delaney grabbed it. The doors would still be secured, the locks were battery run.
One computer was on the counter, but of course there was no power. However, next to it was a letter bin and in it were printed sheets of the day’s checkouts. Delaney knew from experience those people hadn’t left yet.
That was what she needed. It had the information she sought. She grabbed the stack and raced back outside.
There were six cars from those who hadn’t checked out. Four cars were in the lot.
Room Two had a red Ford Focus. Delaney peered into the lot; it was there. Room Seven had a Green Honda. It was there as well.
She walked to the Ford Focus. It was locked, and she couldn’t tell by looking in how much gas there was. Knowing the keys were more than likely in the room, she walked to the window of motel room Two.
She inserted the card key into the slot, watched the light go green, and hoping the bolt wasn’t on, Delaney pushed open the door. She brought her jacket to her face to prepare herself, and she was glad she did.
Not only was the odor tremendous, but it was also hot and muggy inside.
Immediately she saw the two bodies in the room. They were in bed and appeared as if they died in their sleep.
A bag of take-out was on the small round table near the window, and suitcases were perched on the other bed in the room.
Both of them were open.
There was a pair of pants on the floor between the bed and dresser, Delaney reached for them and that was when she saw the keys on the dresser by the television, and next to it a bottle of Jack Daniels.
Thinking, “Thank God,” Delaney swiped up the keys, turned to leave, stopped, grabbed the bottle, then hurriedly exited the room.
With a blip-blip of the key fob, the lights blinked on the Ford Focus. She opened the driver’s door, tossed her things inside, then slid into the driver’s seat.
It wasn’t a keyless ignition and Delaney was happy for that. She never could figure those things out.
Once she started the car she saw she had nearly a three-quarter tank of gas, plenty to keep her going, and she took off from the parking lot. She still had a few more hours of daylight left until she’d have to pull over. She knew she wouldn’t get any sleep, how could she? Her mind was going a mile a minute, but she would stop and rest.
Exhaustion caught up to her on a driving break, and she dozed off. Delaney woke to a thunderous storm beating down on the car and a more treacherous drive than just the dark roads. She took it slow, giving herself plenty of time to switch up vehicles.
It took her longer than expected. In fact, she had to stop and pull over numerous times because of water or wind. She kept trudging on, thinking of her children, her husband … her brother.
She hadn’t heard from any of them and her phone had long since died.
The trip before the event would have taken twenty-four hours, but now, with a stop for rest, it took her nearly two days. Finally, the highway brought Cleveland into view as she neared the exit to her hometown.
Lightning was relentless above the city, illuminating a dark gray sky that masked the daylight.
The closer she grew to home, the more her heart pounded in her chest. She knew as soon as she pulled into her neighborhood it had not been spared from the event.
There was not a person to be seen, nor a light on. Cars were everywhere, most were wrecked into each other. She passed the eerie sight of the dark McDonald’s with the long line of cars wrapped around the drive through. The cars were dead. No headlights or taillights, no windshield wipers going to remove the rain.
Four blocks later she turned on her street, and at that point Delaney couldn’t breathe.
From the moment she was on board Flight 3430 and everything happened, she knew, but still she hoped.
When she found her sister in Las Vegas that almost sealed the deal in her mind about her children’s fate, until she heard from her brother.
She was filled with hope when she left Fort Collins, but each mile her mind fought the reality of the situation.
The houses on her street were dark, but a part of Delaney still wouldn’t give up. Not yet.
Six houses down on the left was her own home, and her husband’s car was still in the driveway. No other vehicles.
When she pulled into the driveway she feared not even her brother made it, until she stepped from the car and Stevie stood up on the porch. He wore a dark green raincoat; the hood was over his head. He stepped down toward the yard.
The moment she saw him, she jumped out of the car. It was a torrential downpour, and the wind blew fiercely, pushing her back some as she hurried to her brother and threw her arms around him in a grateful embrace.
It was good to see him, to have him with her.
“What are you doing on the porch?” she pulled from the hug and shouted over the loud weather. “Is the house locked?”
Stevie shook his head.
“Why aren’t you inside?” Delaney swiped the water from her face.
“I was.”
“Then let’s go in.” She walked by him, but didn’t make it far.
Stevie grabbed hold of her arm stopping her, and turned her to face him. “I went in, Del. I was in there. I’m sorry. I’m sorry …” He lowered his head. “None of them made it.”




FIVE – THE SOLE SURVIVOR





THE EVENT

Lexington, KY
 
By all accounts, Lucas was a good kid. At sixteen years old his rule breaking was pretty much confined to a few bad grades and not cutting his hair. Which, as a military brat, was a sign of defiance.
“When I get back from this tour, Lucas,” his father would tell him, “I want you to cut that hair.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’m serious, son,” his father would say.
“But don’t you think I have that modern day Jesus look.”
“Cut the hair.”
“Yes, sir.”
But it was going on nearly a year and while Lucas ‘technically’ abided by his father’s wishes, the truth was he only trimmed his hair ever so slightly, and that was done by his best friend’s sister who worked part time at Super Cuts.
He kept it to his shoulders, long enough to flip it back when he came out of some killer guitar lead. Not that he played killer guitar leads, but he would.
Other than the bad grades in calculus and biology, Lucas was reserved. He stayed home a lot, did his chores. He played his guitar a lot when he wasn’t playing video games with his three core friends.
Unlike his twin sister Lacie. She was an angel in their parent’s eyes because she was naturally smart and just breathed good grades. She was also the one that was the epitome of rebellion. She snuck out, partied more than she should, cut class, and if Lucas didn’t know better, he swore she was already having sex.
He couldn’t be sure. She didn’t share that stuff with him.
He woke up early that morning, he had a guitar lesson at noon and Lucas wanted to practice first. He showered and took a good long look in the bathroom mirror. He was three months shy of his seventeenth birthday and already he was sprouting facial hair. He thought about shaving, but decided against it. When his father returned from the tour, he could use the facial hair as a distraction from his long hair.
“I know. I know, Dad, but …” Marcus would say. “Can you help me shave? I don’t know how.”
That would do it. That would get his father to forget about his hair.
Sure, Lucas could shave. But it was something his father talked about since Lucas was little.
Teaching him to shave.
His dad was odd about those ‘man to man’ things.
He had just put his earphones in, strapped on his guitar, and readied to do his finger exercises when he heard his mom call his name.
“Lucas. Lucas, honey.”
He tilted his head and removed one of the earbuds.
“Lucas,” she called again, sounding closer.
Ah, yes. She did call his name.
Lucas mentally counted, ‘Three … two … one …’
A single knock on his door and then it opened. “Hon.”
“What’s up?” Lucas asked.
“Don’t forget you have to clean the pool. Lacie is having the girls over today.”
“And why can’t she clean it if her friends are coming over?”
“Because I asked you and she doesn’t do it correctly,” his mom answered.
“Yeah, but I’m dressed and showered. I have a lesson.”
“Just use the skimmer with the long handle and clean it from the side. You can sweep tomorrow.”
“Sure.”
“Thank you.” She flashed him a smile. “I owe you.”
Lucas responded with a closed mouth smile and slight nod upward of his head. He lifted his phone to see the time, he had a few minutes. Lucas did his guitar exercises.
When he was finished, he put his guitar in the case so he could grab it for his lesson, then left his bedroom.
In his walk down the hall, his sister’s door was ajar, and she was sleeping.
Sarcastically Lucas thought, ‘of course.’ No need to get up. She has to rest for her friends. He would clean the pool.
Their home was one story and Lucas passed through the kitchen to get to the sliding patio doors off the dining room. His mom was in the kitchen going back and forth from the sink to the stove.
“I’ll make you something to eat when you’re done,” she said.
“Okay. Thanks.” Lucas grabbed the handle to the sliding glass door.
“Watch the dog.”
There they were.
The three words that seemed to replace hello and goodbye in his house.
No one ever said “hi’ when a person entered the house, it was always ‘Watch the dog.”
There was a reason for it. The dog always tried to get out.
No sooner did she say that when Lucas opened the door, their golden retriever, Fibs, bumped into Lucas’ legs and raced out.
Lucas groaned. “He can stay out there with me.”
“I told you to watch.”
Lucas stepped outside. It was going to be a warm day. He shut the door and looked for Fibs. The dog wasn’t getting out of the yard, it was fenced in.
Fibs raced around the pool playfully and Lucas petted him as he walked to the pool shed for the skimmer.
The water in the large rectangular in-ground pool looked good, not too bad at all. It would be an easy chore.
He put in his earbuds and turned on his playlist from his phone. It was old music, Jimi Hendrix. Because Jimi was the best guitar player.
Phone in his back pocket, skimmer in hand, Lucas started the chore.
He heard nothing but the music.
Looking up he could see his mother through the kitchen window and Fibs as he ran about. He was barking at something, but Lucas didn’t know what it was.
Nor did he care. He just wanted to get the pool cleaned.
It was mindless work, and Lucas slipped into his own world, skimming the water on autopilot while listening to the music.
It wouldn’t take long. Lucas’ attention was on the pool, but he was curious as to what had Fibs so anxious.
It was when he got to the corner of the deep end he saw what it was Fibs wanted.
It was a rabbit.
Lucas laughed as the rabbit taunted the much larger dog.
Thinking, you’ll never get it boy, Lucas laughed as All Along the Watchtower blasted in his ears.
He saw the rabbit run, then Fibs once more chased it.
Lucas lifted the skimmer, shook it off and turned to watch the rabbit. It shot by him and as he turned once more, Fibs flew by chasing it.
Fibs knocked into Lucas. It wouldn’t have been so bad, had Lucas been paying some attention. But his legs crossed at the ankles and when Fibs bumped into him, sent a helpless Lucas into the pool.
He fell sideways. Already close to the edge of the deep end, he cracked his head off the side of the wall and fell into the water.
The bump to the head caused him to get disoriented as he sank into the pool and for a blip of a second he lost consciousness, causing Lucas to inhale when he was in the water.
The music muffled and garbled as Lucas struggled to breathe. He was a good swimmer, but he was unable to catch his bearings enough to kick his legs.
He pushed his arms, his head making it above water only for a second.
Lucas couldn’t breathe.
He swore he heard angels singing. Maybe it was the music in his ear. He pushed to get above the water once more, raising his hand high.
When his head emerged he saw Fibs swimming his way.
Lucas reached for him, his mind screaming ‘help!’ But as he reached, he slipped under again.
His body felt heavy and no longer was it a struggle to breathe.
As he sank farther down, watching the light of the water above his head, Lucas felt calm.
His body was not in his control, he felt as if he was in a dream state. Lucas closed his eyes.
Cough.
In the flash of a moment, Lucas went from being engulfed in the water to feeling the need to cough. It wasn’t a normal cough. There was pressure in his chest and instead of the inhale and reflex of coughing, it was just an expelling of a violent cough. With it, Lucas felt the water shoot from his mouth.
There was more in his lungs, he was certain of it. He could feel it.
He opened his eyes, and it was bright. The sun glared down at him. He knew that. Everything else was blurry, but he could make out images and some muffled sounds.
He heard Fibs barking loudly. There was a man he didn’t know who had his face in front of Lucas. The man smiled.
Lucas shifted his eyes and he saw his mother. She was saying something, but he couldn’t make out the words. The dog barked too loud.
Another violent cough and Lucas felt his eyes roll to the back of his head.
“Stay with us,” a man said.
“Lucas please, please,” his mother pleaded.
“He’s back.’
Lucas opened his eyes.
His mother gasped loudly.
“Starting a line,” the man said.
Lucas couldn’t make out where he was. It wasn’t outside. It was light, but not bright.
An ambulance? He felt his body moving.
“Alright buddy,” the man said, “We’re going to put this on you. Stay with us.”
Lucas felt the mask cover his nose and mouth. He fought it, reached for it as it formed almost a suction on his face...
“It will help you,” the man said. “Leave it on. Gonna give you something to calm you.”
“Lucas, please, leave it on,” his mom pleaded.
There was something not only unnatural about the way the mask felt, but suffocating. Even though he could feel the cool air pushing against his nose and mouth, he didn’t feel the instinct to breathe, but rather to push it off.
Then he relented and kept it on.
His mother pleaded so much, he only wanted to please his mother.
Lucas felt tired, he could barely keep his eyes open.
In fact, he closed them. He felt himself falling asleep, passing out.
He did. Until a jolt caused him to open his eyes.
Lucas felt his gurney tip to the side and watched as the EMT flew overhead. He was strapped down, unable to move anything but his hands. He reached out for his mother but she tumbled over him.
All he could think was they had been in an accident, that something had hit the ambulance.
Everything was still in a fog to him, and he only partially processed that the ambulance was spinning on its side fast and furiously. So fast it was like one of those amusement park rides, Lucas felt the pressure holding him in place, until the vehicle slammed into something.
At that point, the gurney he was on sailed across the interior of the ambulance and so did the oxygen tank. He felt it land on his shoulder a second before Lucas flipped forward, hitting his head once again.
He blacked out.
He was sure it wasn’t long, because when he came to, the siren was still blaring, he was still on his side. He felt a burning in his arm and his head throbbed. Lucas wanted to call out, but he was wearing the oxygen mask. He lifted his arm and that was when he saw the blood, the IV line was ripped out.
Grabbing for the mask, he lifted it, and as he tried to inhale to call out, he realized he couldn’t. It was as if his airways shut down and he couldn’t get any air in him.
Immediately he put the oxygen mask back on, gasping and feeling the cool flow of air. He fumbled with the strap that held him to the gurney. When he undid it, he rolled to the floor.
Lucas honestly believed whatever happened to him made it impossible for him to breathe so he was careful when he stood. The ambulance was still on its side and the body of the paramedic was in the corner of the vehicle like a tossed sock.
The panic grew in his chest as he saw the doors to the ambulance had flown open.
“Mom!” he called out, his words muffled in the mask. “Mom!”
His legs were weak and wobbly, everything was fuzzy. He didn’t know if it was from hitting his head twice or if the paramedics actually gave him a drug. Whatever it was, everything spun around him and Lucas tumbled over landing face down on the cold side wall of the ambulance.
He was once again out.
When he came to this time he didn’t have any idea how long he had been passed out, but it was long enough for the siren to stop and the blood from his head to dry and form a seal. He felt glued to whatever surface he had landed on.
Pulling away and lifting his head, he was facing the open doors of the ambulance. The bright sun blinded him some, making him squint.
Where was everyone?
Why didn’t anyone help him?
As he started to stand, he was mortified to see his mother’s body on the road outside of the door.
Instantly he was filled with adrenaline. He rushed to not only get up, but get out. He made it only so far when he felt the pull of the tubing.
At that moment he didn’t think about not being able to breathe. He whipped off the mask and jumped out of the ambulance.
The impact of the jump folded his weakened legs and he stumbled to his mother.
“Mom. Oh, God, Mom!”
On his knees he rolled her over. There were abrasions on her face but it was not bloody. Her eyes bulged, her mouth was open. He knew, he knew, she was gone.
Immediately he sobbed, pulling her into his chest. As he held her, that was when he noticed. It wasn’t just the ambulance that had crashed, many cars were scattered and smashed into each other or buildings. Smoke rose high in the distance, lots of it.
It was eerily quiet.
Lucas knew at that moment something happened, something bigger than just a traffic accident. What that was, he didn’t know. He would eventually find out.




SIX – SQUARE FOOTAGE





PRESENT TIME

Finleyville, PA
 
Owen thought Gabe was kidding when he said they were almost out of gas and he may have to glide in. Until he heard the engine sputter as they touched down on the small runway.
“Whew,” Gabe said. “That was close.” He chuckled as he allowed the plane to slow down. “Good thing they lengthened this runway a couple years ago or we would have been out of gas and two hundred feet short.”
“Are you laughing? How can you laugh? That’s not funny.”
“We made it. And since it isn’t a big plane we can do small airports.”
“Where do small airports keep their fuel equipment? The trucks and stuff?” Owen asked. “I mean, I see hangers.”
“They don’t.” Gabe pointed to two large gas pumps as he turned them in the runaway.
“It’s like a gas station pump. In the middle of the airfield.”
“Yep. Not that the pumps will work, they need electricity, but they have an old system, we shouldn’t have problems hooking up a hose. All we need is to make it to Morgantown. This plane is really fuel efficient.” Gabe moved the plane forward to a good fuel positioning and shut off the engines. “We’ll fill up and take a break.”
“You okay?”
“Yeah, just … we haven’t really stopped since dawn, and there really was nowhere in Cleveland to take a break. This will be a good place.”
Owen peered around as much as he could through the windows of the tiny cockpit. The small town airport wasn’t much, but it looked unscathed by the events. To Owen, any place without rubble was a good place.
Built on top of a large hill, the Finleyville airport was always an in-between stop for small planes to refuel at a self-service pump, and for local pilots to house their planes.
The hangers ranged from new to decades old. There were no bodies, then again, that didn’t surprise Gabe. Small airports such as Finleyville rarely had an attendant.
Gabe disembarked from the plane near the pumps. He knew the airport had a backup system. Fueling the plane wouldn’t take anywhere near as long as it did for a passenger plane.
Looking to find the backup, Gabe stopped.
“What’s wrong?” Owen asked.
“Nothing. How long has it been since the event?”
“Nine weeks.”
“Nine weeks.” Gabe pointed to the pump. “How is there still power?”
“There’s power?”
“There’s power.”
“Don’t question it Bro, just pump.”
“I plan on it.”
“Hey, maybe since there is power, we can find a viable landline to check in,” Owen said. “Since the radio won’t reach.”
“That’s a good call.” Gabe lifted the hose. “We’ll do that.”
The pumps weren't quite like a gas station. There was no prepay or credit card slot. It worked on the honor system of turning in what fuel was taken and leaving payment. At least that was how Gabe remembered it working.
“This place has quite a history,” Gabe told Owen. “This area right here was a big playing field in the Whiskey Rebellion.”
“I’m not sure I even know what that was.”
“The uprising of farmers in this area due to a tax on whiskey.” Gabe shrugged.
“Have you been to this one? This airport I mean.”
Gabe nodded. “Yeah, remember when I was working for that pro golfer? We fueled here a few times. There are a lot of these little ones in this part of the country and West Virginia. That’s why I’m not worried.”
“We still have to be back in Colorado tomorrow.”
“And we will be,” Gabe said. “We’re only doing flyovers and refueling. We’re fine. But if we find that landline, we can let them know not to worry. Before we go up there and rest …” Gabe gave a pointing nod to the gray building right by them. “There’s something I want to show you.”
“Okay,” Owen said curiously.
They talked some while the plane refueled. Gabe explained the lounge in the gray building. When the fueling was complete, Gabe led Owen down the runway to the very end and kept walking.
He stopped at the top of a hill. With an elevation of over twelve hundred feet, the view was vast. Not only trees, but small farms, houses, a tiny lake here and there. The view was lush and green.
“This is amazing,” Owen said. “You can see for miles.”
“Look at everything. Look how perfect it is,” Gabe replied. “When you look down it reminds you of why we are out here. To look if we see life. It’s hard to imagine, all those homes, farms and businesses we can see from here … that no one is alive.”
“It’s true though.”
“It is?” Gabe asked. “Three point eight million square miles. That’s how much land is in this country and we’re to believe that the methane eruptions covered all that?”
“No one is saying it did. They’re just saying we may not see anyone, and look at this view. I can see why.”
“Then we have to look harder, there are people out there.”
“I’m sure there are. We just may never find them. It may all be empty like this place.”
“Are you men okay?” a male voice called out to them.
The brothers, both surprised to hear the man’s voice, turned from their view, the same way, at the same time, to see the stranger standing on the airfield.
He said his name was Jim Monroe and he was the manager of the airport. He lived a mile down the road and heard the plane coming.
The weather was warm and humid, not unusual for the area or time of year.
“End of July is always kind of tricky,” Jim said and took them to the pilot’s lounge.
It was more of a living room in the gray prefabbed building by the fueling station. There was a small office there, partitioned off by a wall containing a window. It held a few leather couches, television, and a table.
It was slightly cooler but muggy and Jim went to the left of the window, turning on the air conditioner unit.
“Give it ten minutes,” Jim told them as he sat on the sofa. “It’ll drop temperature-wise in here. Have a seat. Relax.”
Gabe looked at Owen, who seemed apprehensive. Thanking Jim, Gabe noticed the ‘did you pay for your fuel’ sign by the office. “Sir, we don’t have money to pay for fuel.”
“Didn’t expect you to. No one does.”
After another quick glance at his brother, Gabe sat down and looked at Jim. “Does that mean no one ever pays or it’s a recent thing?”
“Recent thing,” Jim replied. “If they never paid, we’d never stay in business.”
“So planes have passed through here since the event?” asked Gabe.
“A few. Most I guess were like you, fueling to get to the next stop. Or searching for a place. What brings you flying by?”
Owen answered. “We actually are with the Reconstruction Initiative. We’re scouting for places where people survived.”
“Is this a government thing or private?”
“Government,” Owen said.
Jim whistled. “Wouldn’t think they’d be up and running still. Should I worry the military is gonna invade us?”
Owen shook his head. “Honestly, it’s a good effort.”
Gabe continued his questioning. “When was the last time a plane flew through?”
“Last week. We didn’t get any during the storms. I actually didn’t think we’d get the power back up. We did.”
“We?” Gabe questioned. “So there are more people around here alive?”
Jim nodded. “About half survived. Which isn’t many considering this is a pretty rural area. A few hundred lived.”
“Okay, I have to ask,” Owen said. “How did so many survive the methane eruption?”
“You mean around here?” Jim asked as clarification. “We lucked out. We were a pocket of safety between two dense eruption areas. We still had the news. Pittsburgh was one of the last hit and it was insane. There wasn’t enough information, but we all knew enough to know the air somehow was being sucked out. People were fighting for oxygen, and so many cities were being hit that for a while, we all thought we were spared. But we weren’t. I suppose we’re luckier than a lot of places. We have seventeen farmers and livestock, along with well water. A fella that came through last week was looking for such a place to move his town.”
“Where was that?”
“Some place in Mississippi. They were hit with storms so there was nothing left. Not many people. At least that’s what he said. I wrote it down.” Jim stood. “It’s in my office.”
“Anything on West Virginia?” Gabe asked.
“Not that I have heard,” Jim replied, stepping into his office area. “Phoebe. Phoebe, Mississippi. You know what? I will write down all the places the planes came from.”
Owen stood and headed to the office. “What happened to the other half?”
“Other half of what?” Jim asked.
“You said half your population survived. But there wasn’t any methane. What killed the other half?”
“You flew in from the east,” Jim said. “That’s right, you probably didn’t see it.”
“See what?” Gabe asked.
“What killed half the population over the last several weeks? Tell you what … why don’t we uh … take my truck for a ride,” Jim suggested. “Trust me. When you see this up close you might want to report it to your government people.”
It had to be big and something serious that took the lives of half the population. Something maybe Uncle Gene didn’t know about. Gabe was curious, but certainly didn’t expect what he saw.
Jim had driven them, but not for very long. Down the long winding driveway and then to the right where they drove another mile or so on an old country road.
“Almost there,” Jim explained. “Just turning on Rankintown and we’ll be there shortly.”
Gabe kept thinking, "Be where? What were they going to see?”
Everything looked fairly normal. Quiet and abandoned, but normal. Once they turned on Rankintown Road, they passed a few homes. Some of them had structure damage, like slanted walls, dislodged roofs and broken windows.
Not even another mile, Jim stopped. “Well, here we are. This is where the business district of Finleyville used to start.”
Gabe could see it even as he stayed in the truck. At first it didn’t look like anything was wrong. The VFW on the right side of the road, some dress shop on the left, but beyond them … nothing.
From inside the truck it looked like an empty field as far as the eye could see ahead, and as Gabe stepped out, he saw the emptiness extended out the left and right.
“What flattened the town?” Gabe questioned.
“Not flattened. Sunk,” Jim replied.
“Sunk?” Owen asked.
“About a hundred feet, maybe more. It’s pretty much rubble down there,” Jim stated. “Nothing can drop like that and not break.”
“Jesus,” Owen gasped. “Are you saying that’s a sinkhole?”
“Yep. I don’t know a lot about them, but it’s pretty massive,” Jim said.
Gabe had to see. He opened up the truck door and stepped out, waiting on Owen. Gabe didn’t notice it while driving, maybe because Jim’s truck was older, but the second he placed a foot to the ground, he felt a slight vibration beneath his feet.
“Do you feel that?” Gabe asked Owen.
“Yeah, I do.”
They were still a good twenty feet away and they slowly made their way closer. Calling it massive was an understatement. Gabe had seen pictures of the sinkholes in Siberia and the one in Finleyville, Pa dwarfed it.
“Jim,” Gabe called out to Jim who was still at the truck. “Does the ground always shake like this?”
“Yes,” Jimmy answered. “You don’t want to stand out there too long, it’ll start to make your stomach twist and turn.”
Owen grimaced. “I can feel that happening now,” he said to Gabe, then looked back at Jim. “Do we know why this vibrates?”
Jim replied, but his voice was muffled, he was reaching for something in the truck.
“What was that?” Owen asked.
“I said,” Jim walked their way, shaking a can. “It’s still growing. Getting bigger every day.”
“How do you know?” Gabe asked.
Another shake of the clicking can, Jim couched some and proceeded to paint a big red line on the road. “Because the one I painted yesterday is gone. Swallowed.” He stood upright and capped the can. “My guess is it’s growing all the way around. I haven’t gone around it and painted.”
“Do you know how big it is?” Gabe questioned.
“Well, the town square was a half a mile and it’s gone, so, at least a half mile,” Jim replied.
“How much is it growing?” Owen asked.
“Put it this way,” Jim pointed. “A post office used to be next to the VFW. Two days ago, it was there. My guess, twenty feet a day. Every day I paint, hoping it will stop. It hasn’t. Ever hear of the old movie The Blob?”
Both Gabe and Owen nodded.
“Yep, I liken it to The Blob. It keeps getting bigger and bigger, swallowing everything in its path. My fear is it’s not gonna stop and it will keep growing and growing,” Jim said. “Until nothing is left.”




SEVEN – FIELD TRIP

Colorado Springs, CO
 
The crew member, Doug, didn’t make it. He succumbed to his injuries fifteen minutes into the emergency return trip to the compound. Gary didn’t know him too well on a personal level. After the eruptions not many had a personal life.
Just those at the compound.
He knew Doug had lost his family, like most. He was a young man, just doing his job. In a split second it was over.
Gary stayed in the back of the truck with Doug, watching him take his last breath. Gary knew it was coming. Doug had quieted and stopped crying out in pain. His breathing grew labored and Gary held his hand at the end, letting him know he was there, and Doug wasn’t alone.
When they pulled up to the compound, Gene was standing there smoking a cigarette. They had placed his extensive lab in a large building outside Cheyenne Mountain where headquarters were located.
Gene also lived in that building. He preferred it and said he didn’t feel so claustrophobic.
Gary understood that. Many felt that way, there were trailers and tents set up. People lived there outside the mountain in the fenced in area that led to the secure doors.
The truck stopped long enough for Gary to jump off, they had to take Doug inside to the medical officer.
“Hey,” Gene said, tossing his cigarette.
“Colonel is gonna have a fit again,” Gary stated as he walked to Gene. “You and those butts outside your building.”
“I’ll get them later. How are you doing?”
“Eh,” Gary shrugged. “It was a rough day.”
“Come on in. I know Big Mac wants to debrief you, but so do we.” Gene stepped towards his door.
“Big Mac?” Gary asked, following him in.
“Wiley’s name for Colonel Macintosh.”
“That makes sense.” Gary felt the sudden temperature drop as he stepped from the warm, later-summer air into the cooler, air conditioned building.
It was a cool set up. It looked like a ranch style house from outside. Wood frame and blue, but as soon as Gary stepped in, he walked into the lab. Computers and monitors were set up on a countertop desk that ran to the back left wall. A six foot table was in the center of the room. It was a mess with papers covering the surface. Much like Gene’s desk in the corner of the room. But that was nothing compared to the small bookshelf. It didn’t have any books, but seemed to be a holding station for the empty coffee cups and plates.
Wiley spun in his swivel chair, then stood with a hand extended to Gary.
“Sorry about your teammate,” Wiley said.
“Thank you.”
Gary liked Wiley, everyone did. He was a man in his thirties with the knowledge of a sixty-year-old scientist and the attitude and energy of a college student.
“Here.” Wiley pushed a chair his way. “Sit. You’ve been through a lot.”
Gary took the chair and sat down.
“So.” Gene sat, clapping his hands together once. “We have what? Explosions. Tell us about them. You think it was natural gas?”
“I don’t know.” Gary shook his head. “My brain went directly to natural gas, but the color wasn’t right and there was no odor. You know an odor is added to natural gas.
The ground rumbled beforehand and then the ground exploded. Ten foot circumference maybe. Flames shot out. You could feel the pressure in your ears. It lasted a minute, but it was intense.”
Wiley took notes. “They were random?”
“Random and intense,” Gary replied. “Could this be part of the methane thing?”
Gene nodded. “It could be. Hard to tell. We aren’t getting any high methane readings. Not to say we won’t, but the main expulsion is done. This is something new.”
“An after effect,” Wiley said. “Or you know, just all part of earth’s reset process. Every extinction level event does its job.”
“If it’s happening here,” Gary said. “It’s happening elsewhere, along with God knows what else. We can’t go out there and plan to rebuild if we are walking into a minefield.”
Gene nodded. “True.”
“You guys watched the methane build up. Is there any way you can check for changes with this phenomenon?” Gary asked. “Like pressure or temperature changes. Maybe something is hot and causing it.”
Wiley snapped his finger. “Yes!” He looked at Gene. “Maybe a Thermal Infrared Multispectral Scanner.”
“TIMS, yes,” Gene said. “That could be what we need.”
“I’m sorry …” Gary said. “What?”
“Thermal Infrared Multispectral Scanner. It shows emissivity,” Gene replied. “The emission of energy.”
“It was tested in Death Valley,” Wiley added. “And it showed different energy levels based on heat factors.”
“I’m no scientist,” Gary said. “Do you think that could help?”
Wiley nodded. “It could. Yes.”
“Where do we get one?” Gary asked.
Gene pointed up. “Well, the one we need, the one that measured Death Valley, is on the Terra Spacecraft. It sends the images. It’s a NASA project. Well, a lot of countries use it, but its data is analyzed through propulsion labs.”
Gary shook his head. “I have no idea what you mean.”
Wiley explained. “The spacecraft sends the data, and the lab deciphers it.”
“We’re at NORAD, right?” Gary asked. “I mean, it goes by many names, but basically it’s NORAD. Shouldn’t they be able to get that information?”
Before an answer could be given, a vibration sound rang out.
“Shit.” Wiley picked up a radio, a small red light was flashing. “Speaking of NORAD.” He lifted the radio. “This is Wiley,” he said into the radio.
“This is Colonel Macintosh.”
“Oh, hey Big Mac, sorry, we had the volume down,” Wiley said.
“Is Doctor Gene with you?” the colonel asked.
“He is.”
“I need him in the main control room. He has a telephone call.”
Gary glanced over to Gene. He looked as confused as Gary felt.
A telephone call? Gary didn’t even know that was possible.
It wasn’t an easy walk to see the colonel. Not a matter of walking out the door and down a hall. It was walking out the door and then taking a jeep inside and deep into the mountain to reach the command room.
Gene had been there before, but he could see the look of wonder on Wiley and Gary’s faces when they stepped in. Probably the same way Gene had felt. Seeing the huge room reminded him of some space movie. Giant monitors on the front wall. Rows of counters with computers. The only difference was there were only a handful of people in there. It looked empty.
The colonel stood up front, by a desk, holding a red phone.
A Red Phone.
It felt like something out of the eighties cold war era, never did Gene expect to get a call on the Red Phone.
As Gene approached the colonel, he extended the phone.
“No worries about scolding them, I already did,” the colonel said.
“Oh, it’s the boys.”
Colonel Macintosh nodded.
Even though they hadn’t been gone long, Gene was relieved to hear from them. “Hello.”
“Hey, Uncle Gene,” said Owen.
“Owen, are you guys alright?”
“Yes, we are. We’re in Pennsylvania. Southwest. About twenty miles south of Pittsburgh.”
“Well, you’re getting closer to West Virginia.”
“We’re getting ready to fly back out and make our passes,” Owen said. “Uncle Gene there are survivors here. They gave us other places to look at.”
“That’s fantastic. No methane eruptions?’
“Close, but the town here is scathed through. However, there’s something else happening. Something that might be a concern.”
“It’s not fire shooting out of the ground, is it?”
“What?” Owen chuckled. “No. It’s bigger.”
“Bigger than fire shooting out of the ground?” Gene looked at Gary. “What is it?”
Gene listened to Owen explain, not asking questions, because Owen gave him all the information he needed. He thanked Owen and told him he’d see them soon, before hanging up.
“Well?” Gary asked. “What’s bigger than fire from the ground?”
“Um …” Gene cleared his throat. “A sinkhole. A big one at that. Swallowed an entire town.”
Wiley questioned. “Is he maybe exaggerating? Or is the town that small? I mean, the largest sinkhole on record is in Alabama, the December Giant, and that’s four hundred feet across.”
“He says it’s bigger and it’s not a depression sinkhole either.”
Wiley shook his head. “No way. Big Mac, how did you guys miss it in here?”
“First.” The Colonel lifted his finger. “Stop calling me that, and second, we watch the sky here, not the ground.”
“Well, that’s dumb considering nothing is happening in the sky,” Wiley said.
“Yes, well, how did you miss it?” the colonel retorted. “You have the images on your tablet.”
“Maybe it’s small,” Wiley said. “Can you pull up the satellite images we got yesterday?”
Colonel Macintosh instructed one of the soldiers and the image appeared on the screen.
“Wow.” Wiley glanced from the tablet he held and stepped closer. “That looks so much cooler than on our little screens.”
Gene approached the soldier on the computer. “Son, could you pull up Western Pennsylvania? About twenty miles south of Pittsburgh. It’s there, we may have to look.”
The image zoomed in, immediately the soldier locked in on it. “There,” the soldier said. “Can’t miss it. Not when we’re zoomed like this.”
“How big is that?” the colonel asked.
“Looks like a half mile at its widest,” the soldier answered.
Gary looked at Gene. “Is that possible? I mean this is your forte, right?”
Gene nodded. “Yes, and it’s possible. I mean, Pennsylvania, Texas, Alabama, Mississippi, Kentucky, Tennessee, and Florida. They’re prone because the topography is karst. It does make sense given the methane eruptions and storms. But something this big …” He bit his bottom lip. “This … this is strange.”
“Is it isolated?” the colonel asked.
Wiley answered. “No, I found another one. I think. Pull up thirty-eight, thirty-three North, Eighty-two, Seventy-eight West.”
The large satellite image moved and zoomed in.
“Not as big,” the soldier said. “A quarter mile.”
“Another,” Wiley said. “Due south another seventy miles.”
“Jesus,” The colonel exclaimed. “We have fire shooting from the earth out west, and the earth dropping out east. What the hell is gonna happen in the middle?”
Silence.
“What?” The colonel asked. “Does someone know something?”
Gene shook his head. “No, but we cannot wait around to find out. We need to figure out exactly what is causing the subsurface problems and predict where and when things are happening next like we did with the methane. I mean, for the safety of all survivors.”
Gary asked. “What about that imagery thing? You said it could help.”
Gene nodded. “Colonel, do you have anyway of tapping into the Terra spacecraft to get readouts from the TIMS they have?”
“We can get the info,” the colonel said. “But we can’t interpret it to bring up images. We tried when we were trying to determine if North Korea was doing underground nuclear testing. You need NASA for that. Or at least their system.”
“We can get it,” Wiley said. “Bring it back here. I mean the propulsion lab is in California, but California Institute of Technology runs the equipment of that lab … so technically we may be able to find it elsewhere if Pasadena is out.”
“Let’s brainstorm,” Gene said. “Figure out where we can get it. When the boys get back, we’ll head out to retrieve what we need. Until we figure out where we’re going, we are going to need daily updated images. Because according to Owen, that hole in Pennsylvania didn’t just happen, it’s getting bigger by the day. I’m willing to bet the others are also.”
“Doctor Montgomery,” the Colonel said. “You said something about predicting. Is there any way we can stop this?
With a slightly defeated look, Gene shook his head. “No, at this point, Mother Nature is cleaning house,” Gene said. “And we need to make sure we stay out of her way.”




EIGHT – BONDED

Clarksville, Tennessee
 
Delaney knew she would never walk right again. As long as she didn’t have to run anywhere, she would be fine. She’d manage, plus there were doctors in Colorado, maybe they could fix her leg. That was if they ever made it to Colorado.
She was devastated at the reality of losing her family, and to her, the only smart thing to do was try to get back to Colorado where she knew there were other people. Where Gene, Owen, Gabe, and Gary were. The easiest way to do that was to get to Clarksville.
Stevie told her Clarksville was a bust, no one was alive there. However, Delaney was certain Gene had sent a police river diver from Indiana to Clarksville, to follow Stevie’s tracking.
It was there Kyle was to wait for them to get him.
There was time, Delaney believed, there was no way they had gotten Kyle, not yet. Not with the storms happening.
Through the hellish weather they made it to Clarksville, and there they indeed found Kyle Davis, camping out, alone.
Waiting for his ride to Colorado.
Delaney assured him Gene was a man of his word and worked hard to keep people alive.
They just had to wait.
The worst of the storms hadn’t hit there, yet … they would.
Before all that, Kyle used the landlines to get in touch with Gene, and they stayed in touch even after Delaney and her brother showed up.
But Delaney begged him not to tell Gene she was there. She didn’t do anything wrong, but worried they were mad she had left, and she didn’t want it to affect Kyle’s rescue.
Reluctantly, he agreed temporarily. By the time Kyle was ready to tell Gene, the storms hit and the landlines went down.
Most of the town was hit so bad, the only safe structure remaining was the new bank. It was one of those café style banks. Kyle, Delaney, and Stevie made their home there.
For a while, they thought they’d escaped the storms. Gene would give reports of how violent they were, not even a hundred miles away.
Plans were made to move west if the rescue plane never showed, then that idea went out the window when the weather turned.
Delaney was nearly crushed when the roof caved in. Fortunately, she moved fast enough and only her leg was trapped.
That night was horrendous. She had never seen such violent winds, or rain that fell so hard. She was exposed and felt like she was drowning before Kyle and Stevie freed her.
Kyle did the best he could to set her leg, but it was clearly broken in two places; Delaney’s recovery would be slow.
She kept thinking about the co-pilot from Flight 3430, how a broken leg had killed him.
Not that death would be so bad, truly the only thing that kept her going and made her want to live was her brother. They only had each other, she didn't want him to be without family.
Four weeks after the broken leg, though still in pain, Delaney was ready to make the journey. They would take the road west by foot and try to find a vehicle, that was until they saw the sinkhole that had opened up. It was huge and swallowed the only clear access road west down the mountain. It dropped off like a cliff. Walking east was an option, but journeying on foot around the sinkhole was still something Delaney couldn’t do. Definitely not for that long of a walk.
So they waited.
Waited and hoped someone from Colorado would show up soon. If they didn’t, pain or not, they’d have to leave.
Food was scarce, they were rationing the last of it. The neighboring town was flattened as well. And the water they had collected from the rain was running out.
It was a catch twenty-two. In order to survive they had to leave, but when they left, there was a chance they wouldn’t survive the journey.




NINE – NOVICE SURVIVOR

Lexington, KY
 
Everything Lucas learned about survival, he learned from movies or television. No one sat down and taught him survival tips, there was no class in school. He was on his own and he didn’t do very well at first. He didn’t think about long term survival because he wasn’t sure he wanted to live. By the time he realized he needed skills, the power had gone off and the internet was gone. He wondered how he would get any information, then he remembered there was still a library. He thought there was, he just had to remember where in town it was. At the very least he could break into the school.
When everything first happened that day in the ambulance, Lucas stayed on the street, holding his mother’s lifeless body for the longest time. He felt guilty leaving her there, he pulled her body to the sidewalk leaving her by the door of a Starbucks. He left her only because he thought of his sister, his father … their dog.
Lucas didn’t realize how ill he was. How close to death he had come. He was weak, coughed a lot and couldn’t move very fast.
He didn’t need to be an Einstein to figure out all the bodies, the car crashes, the silence, it was something bigger than even he was observing.
He made it home to find his sister and dog dead. His sister still looked asleep, had it not been for the blueish color to her face he would have thought she was sleeping. The dog was by the pool.
Lucas had no reason to believe his father survived the event, yet before it turned dark he made his way to the car dealership, and found his father by his desk.
Everyone around was dead.
The power was still on and Lucas held his father’s pistol in his hands while he watched the news. Briefly the major network was on and they explained what was happening. How the reduction of oxygen came in waves every few hours.
He watched riots in the streets as people sought out oxygen canisters.
That first night, gun in hand, Lucas left it up to fate. He’d sit there. If the oxygen were sucked out again, he’d just let it happen.
He woke the next morning and the television was blank. Lucas thought he’d give Living just one more day.
The Brightwood Reflections Assisted Living was less than a mile from his home. He drove there for two reasons. One was to get oxygen in case he needed it, the other was to look for possibly someone alive.
But Lucas didn’t really understand the schematics of what was happening to the air and of those who needed oxygen. He realized, to survive, the nose and mouth had to also be covered.
Those who needed oxygen at the Assisted Living were also relying on outside air. They didn't need or have a mask for their oxygen, only a nasal cannula which didn't prevent them dying from the gas which permeated the air around them.
There were no survivors.
Lucas spent that next day burying his family as best as he could.
Still, the air never changed.
He carried the oxygen with him everywhere, then he just stopped.
At sixteen years old he didn’t have the maturity to process what was happening. He truly felt he was the last man on earth.
He likened himself to being in the same situation as the movie he had watched when he was younger. The movie was about a guy who believed he was the last man alive after a plague turned humans into zombie-like, vampire creatures. The man walked around with his dog, but there were no other dogs left. The guy made fake friends out of mannequins. Unfortunately, the mannequins Lucas found looked nothing like people.
He knew the zombie thing wasn’t possible. But he hadn’t ruled out aliens.
Actually, a lot of thought went into the alien theory. What if it wasn’t some weird methane explosion, but rather aliens doing it to earth?
What better way to get rid of humans than to suck out all the air.
It made sense. So much so he was convinced it wasn’t naturally occurring.
Lucas watched the sky a lot. He even carried a pistol. Not that he could kill an alien with a pistol. He was positive it would take more than a gun.
After all, he had seen the movie Predator.
It was probably why he didn’t have a desire to leave his town, maybe it was a bravery issue. Lucas didn’t want to take a chance on it being worse. What if they had just missed him and the alien invasion had happened everywhere else?
Nope. He was good.
He’d stay put.
Even after the storms, he was able to clean things up quite a bit. It filled his days. Over the next two months he learned to fish since all air breathing animals were dead. He wasn’t hungry, Mrs. Cradle’s garden came back in full force.
Lucas was fine. The only thing he had yet to really master was a fire. He could start one, but sometimes they got out of control.
He’d get it eventually. What else did he have to do?
As long as he didn’t accidentally burn the whole town down, Lucas would be fine until he decided to move on or the aliens came for him.
◆◆◆
 
“I really hate how loud this thing is,” Owen spoke loudly in the cockpit.
“What’s that?” Gabe asked.
“I hate how loud this is. My ears hurt.”
“That’s why you wear the headphones. Wear the headphones."
Owen grumbled, putting them on.
“There,” Gabe said. “Now you can hear me and I can hear you.”
“It’s just weird sounding. Your voice in my ear.”
“I can’t believe you went that long.”
“These things are like suction cups around my ears. I don’t know which is the lesser of two evils. The loud engine or the headphones.”
“It could be worse. This is actually a quieter plane than some.”
“Not as quiet as a passenger plane.”
Gabe laughed. “Yeah, well, this is a six seater so you have that. Deal with it. It shouldn’t take long now.”
“Will we have enough fuel diverting like this?”
“To make it to Clarksville?” Gabe shook his head. “No. We’ll need to refuel after the flyover.”
“Why exactly are we going to Kentucky?”
“You heard Uncle Gene. Recent satellite showed smoke. He wants to know if it’s those fire geysers.”
“It's probably nothing.”
“Probably. Gary thinks it's natural gas explosions happening now.”
“Well, with no one to shut off the gas it makes sense.”
“True. It’ll be a bust,” Gabe said. “Like West Virginia.”
“You think Clarksville will be a bust?” Owen asked.
“Do you mean, will this Kyle guy be there?”
“And alive.”
“Tough to say. I mean it’s been, what, three weeks since anyone heard from him? We have to check. He was promised a ride.”
“True. Will we have time to make it back before dark?”
“Probably not,” Gabe replied. “We may have to stay in Clarksville. I can fly in the dark, I just can’t land.”
“Makes sense. Hey, bro, how is it possible we didn’t see anyone? I mean, everyone can’t be dead, right?” Owen asked. “The people in Finleyville were alive.”
“There’s gotta be more, but a fly over isn’t going to tell us,” Gabe said. “It would have to be a ground expedition everywhere. Comb the land, because even though not everyone died, a lot of people died and that will make it hard to see the few left.”
“Speaking of seeing …” Owen pointed.
“That has to be it.” Gabe peered ahead to the smoke in the distance. It wasn’t a lot, and by the way it thinned out as it reached the sky, it made Gabe wonder if it was one of those explosions or a fire.
“When was the satellite picture taken?”
“Just yesterday.”
“Could that have been burning since yesterday?” Owen asked. “It doesn’t look very big.”
“I’ll drop down and we can get a better look.” Gabe dropped the altitude of the plane.
Owen grunted. “My stomach. I hate when you do that.”
“You should have eaten.”
“Then I’d be puking.”
“It can’t be one of those explosions. I’m not seeing flames shooting to the sky.”
“Dude, that’s because it’s not an eruption. It’s a smoke signal.”
As Gabe flew closer he saw what Owen did.
“Someone is fanning the flames,” Owen said. “At least it looks like it.”
“I’ll be damned. This is great. Let’s find a place to land.” Without warning, Gabe tilted the plane causing Owen to groan.
Gabe laughed. He knew finding a place to land close by wouldn’t be easy. He’d search. It was turning into a good day. While Cleveland and West Virginia were a bust, they just found another survivor and that made the trip worthwhile.




TEN – EXPERT HEROES … SORT OF

Lexington, KY
 
Follow the smoke.
It was almost as easy from the ground as it was from the sky, but from the ground, Owen realized how far away they actually had to land from the area where the survivors were.
The airport was even farther away, and Gabe was able to find a stretch of highway long enough and clear enough for the plane to land.
They followed the smoke.
“I really hope this guy doesn’t try to find us,” Gabe said as they walked. “We could miss each other.”
“That’s a possibility. Hopefully, he stays by the fire.”
“Hopefully.”
Things were a mess in Lexington. Although it wasn’t flattened by storms, there was a lot of damage to the streets and lawns. Busted windows, broken walls. Also, there were bodies everywhere, they had decomposed, some were waterlogged from the rain.
It was grim and dismal.
The smell of decay wasn’t predominant, but the sight of death was.
To Owen it even seemed darker, like a gray filter was cast over everything. He supposed it was his imagination.
The smell of smoke began to drift, but in the snap of a finger they turned a bend, walked around a bread truck that seemed to be blocking the street, and then it was like stepping into a Wizard of Oz world.
From one movie set to another.
Gone was the high dead grass, the paper and debris laying everywhere. There were no wrecked cars, no decaying bodies just dropped over.
Slowly, Owen glanced toward his brother. “What the hell?”
“Someone cleaned up.”
Owen nodded. “They have been here a really long time.”
“My guess is since the beginning.”
“Why didn’t they leave?”
“I don’t know. Maybe they were …” Gabe paused. “Do you hear that?”
With a tilt of his head, Owen listened. He could hear footsteps, steady and fast, beating on the pavement. “Footsteps.”
“Running.”
“Hey!” A voice called to them, bouncing in an echo from the emptiness. “Hey!”
It sent a charge of excitement through Owen especially when he saw the guy standing at the end of the street.
He appeared from around the bend and just stopped, arms slightly outward as if he was just stunned to see Owen and Gabe there.
After his surprised pause, arms extended, he excitedly ran all the way to the brothers, crying out a happy scream the entire block.
It was when he was close enough to see his face, Owen realized he was just a young guy, no older than sixteen.
“Guys!” he grabbed on to both of them. “Please tell me you’re real.”
Gabe laughed. “We’re real.”
He screamed again. “I thought I was the last man on earth.”
Owen freed them from the embrace. “No, you’re not. What’s your name, dude?”
“Lucas.” He caught his breath. “My name is Lucas. You?”
“Owen.” Owen shook his hand.
“Gabe. We’re brothers.”
“For real?”
Gabe nodded. “For real. So … did you keep all this clean?”
“I did. I had to have somewhere that wasn’t depressing,” Lucas said. “Just to be clear. That was your plane flying over, right?”
“It was,” Gabe replied.
“Were you searching for me?” Lucas asked.
Owen shook his head. “No, we were headed for a stop in Tennessee before heading back to headquarters when we saw your smoke signal.”
Lucas laughed. “I wasn’t doing it on purpose. I promise. My fires get out of control. But I’m glad this time. Where are headquarters?"
“Colorado,” Owen said. “Cheyenne Mountain, Colorado Springs.”
“Oh, yeah,” Lucas nodded. “NORAD is there. They watch the sky. That makes complete sense.”
“So I take it you’re alone?” Gabe asked. “How did you survive?”
“Long story. But I’m alone. I have been. I didn’t leave because I didn’t know what was out there or if it was dangerous.”
“I get that,” Gabe said. “I would be leery, too.”
“Did a lot of people survive?” Lucas asked.
Owen shook his head. “No. But we haven’t given up on finding more. You know, small pockets of people laying low.”
“Yep.” Lucas nodded. “Like I did. Afraid to move. But is it over?”
“No,” Gabe replied. “No. New stuff is happening every day. But we’ll get through it or figure out a way to survive. The human race is resilient.”
“That’s why we’re headed back to base,” Owen said. “Then get back out and see what we can find.”
“So is base just like a military thing?” Lucas asked.
“Not really,” Owen replied. “People live there. Survivors. Right now the priority is to get survivors into safe towns.”
“Can I come? Please?”
Gabe reached out and placed a firm hand on Lucas’ shoulder. “Absolutely. Try to limit it to one bag, okay? And be quick. We don’t want to be flying after dark.”
“Got it. Come on this way.” Lucas backed up hurriedly. “I’ll grab my stuff. Should I bring snacks?”
“It wouldn’t hurt,” Owen said. “By the way … you don’t have a landline do you?”
“A what?”
Owen looked at Gabe. “Never mind. Let’s head back to your camp and get your gear.”
They followed the anxious and happy young man. He may not have known what a landline was, but looking around at the condition of the homes, Owen was certain they’d find one to use and check in.
◆◆◆
 
Colorado Springs, CO
 
The lay out of the base was intricate because of the number of survivors that had moved there. In comparison to the world population before the event, the forty-six hundred survivors were nothing. Although it was still a lot of people when living arrangements had to be made for them, along with food and medical care.
There were more people out there, but before they could find them and reach out to ask them to be part of the reconstruction process, they had to find places that were safe to live.
Gary considered himself a grunt. Grunts were important. They went out there and did any task, big or small, no matter what it was. There weren’t many grunts, Gary’s team was small.
He went from sunup to way past sundown. Gary preferred that. If he stopped, he sunk into his own thoughts. About the world they lost, friends gone in a blink of an eye.
Very few people remaining were part of a family. People like Owen and Gabe, and Delaney and her brother, they were lucky. They had each other.
Gary was grateful for Gene, they had become good friends. Wiley was like their adopted son, however he drove them both nuts.
Gene wasn’t the only new friend he had made, it seemed Gary was friendly with everyone.
Probably because he never said ‘no’.
He was regretting not saying no when they asked him early in the morning to help put together the new mess and distribution tents.
It was a lot more work than just erecting tents. They had to bring in the stock, inventory it and divide it up. Setting up the area so the kitchen crew could cook and putting together the mess tables made for a day-long event.
Gary’s mood probably would have soured had Captain Mallory Hanson not handed him a cupcake.
She was a Captain in the air force. A pilot until she injured her eye, then she was grounded. Now she worked overseeing the feeding of everyone.
“It’s a little flat,” she told Gary. “Altitude and all. I still am not great at baking here.”
“It looks fantastic.” Gary held up the golden cake with white icing. The scent of it made his stomach rumble. “What a treat.”
“Are you being facetious?” she asked with a smile.
“Not at all. It’s a treat. I mean that. Not like those oatmeal cookies in the MREs. I will really enjoy this.”
“Well, don’t put too much hope in it.”
“It’s a pastry during the apocalypse,” Gary said. “How can I not have high hopes?”
“So … listen, we appreciate your help. Just so you know, the kitchen crew gets some special privileges. Their portion is put away and leftovers go to kitchen.”
“I’m not kitchen crew,” Gary said.
“But you helped and the offer is open.”
“I don’t cook very well.” Gary smiled.
“You don’t need to. There are other jobs. Think about it.”
“I will, but I am all over this place, Mal. I will help you whenever you need.”
“Good. Supper is at seven. Come back at eight for your crew meal. You earned this one today.”
“I will. Thank you.”
Holding the cupcake like a prized possession, Gary left the mess tent. He was about to take a big old bite when his radio hissed and Gene asked him to come to the control room.
Gary didn’t mind, but it was one heck of a walk. He told Gene he was on his way, and just as he was about to devour the cupcake, he thought about his friend and decided to share.
After all, how could he with a clear conscience go see Gene knowing he had consumed that treat and didn't share?
It was a long walk, even longer because Gary was racked with guilt. Everyone he passed made a comment about the cupcake.
“Whoa, wait, where’d you get that?”
“Any chance I can bribe you for a piece?’
Craziness, and it had only been two months. Another four weeks and that cupcake was going to be like gold.
Just as he made it to the entrance of the tunnel, Gene walked out.
“Hey, I thought I’d get air and …” Gene’s eyes widened. “Tell me that’s for me.”
“Well, it’s mine. I thought I’d share.”
“You are a good friend.” Gene said with a smile.
Gary divided the cupcake in two, giving half to Gene.
“Thank you,” Gene said. “Let’s walk.”
“Sure. Your office?” Gene followed, walking with him down the driveway toward the campsite.
“Or we can walk around.”
“You don’t like to walk around,” Gary said. “Too many people.”
Gene chuckled. “We can walk around my office. Not many people are there or … maybe I need to be more social. Perhaps I’d get a cupcake and not by default from my friend.”
Gary laughed. “I got this for building the mess tent. Which by the way is near your office building.”
Gene stopped walking and whined. “Aw, come on, seriously. Tell me you’re joking.”
“Nope.” Gary shook his head. “That’s where there was the most room.”
“Yeah, because I like my office and home away from everyone. I can’t focus if there’s too much noise.”
“Well, you’ll only have noise during chow times. So you wanted to see me. Is something wrong?”
“Nothing. I heard from the boys. Well, Gabe.”
“That’s good news,” Gary replied. “Did they make it to Clarksburg?”
“No, they stopped to investigate that smoke.”
“And …”
“And … it seems it was a cookout fire gone wild. Built by a sixteen-year-old kid, left all alone.”
“A sole survivor?” Gary asked with enthusiasm. “That’s fantastic and great news that it wasn’t a fire geyser.”
“My thoughts exactly. Now …” Gene stopped walking by his modular building. “Time to take a bite.” He looked at the newly erected tent twenty feet from his office. “That’s not too bad.”
“Nah.”
Opening his mouth to take a bite, Gene lowered his head to the cake instead of bringing it to his mouth and he paused. “Did someone get hurt?”
“What do you mean?”
“Blood.” Gene pointed with his toe “Drops.”
Gary crouched down as he bit his cake and took a closer look. “It’s fresh.”
“Did you just get super close to that blood while eating the cupcake?” Gene asked.
“It’s blood. Nothing gross.” Gary stood. “There’s a trail.” He took a few steps.
“Are you following it?”
“Maybe someone is hurt.”
It didn’t take long for Gary to follow the blood trail, it speckled the pavement in various size drops. He expected to find someone with a cut hand or foot, instead, at the edge of the mess tent, he saw one of his crew, Bruce, thanking Captain Mallory.
When Bruce turned around he held a cloth to his nose.
“Are you alright?” Gary asked Bruce.
“Yeah.” Bruce replied. “Just … annoyed with this.” He glanced at Gene. “Hey, aren’t you a doctor?”
“Yeah, but not the kind you need,” Gene replied. “Someone punch you or did you bump it?”
Bruce shook his head. “No, it’s only a nose bleed. Had two yesterday.”
Gary asked. “Maybe you need to get that blood pressure checked to be sure.”
“Maybe, but … if it’s my blood pressure, what’s causing Jane’s and Howard’s?”
“Jane and Howard are having nose bleeds?”
Bruce nodded.
“Who are Jane and Howard?” Gene asked.
Gary replied. “They were part of Bruce’s group that came in together.”
“Something in the air,” Bruce said. “Probably the altitude.”
“I’d go to Medical and talk to them,” Gary suggested. “Better safe than sorry.”
Bruce agreed and walked off.
With an ‘Ah’, Gary finished the last bite of his cupcake. “That was good. Don’t you …” He noticed Gene was staring off. “What is it?”
“I just thought of something.”
“What?”
“We need to ask around and see if anyone else is having nosebleeds, other symptoms, too. I can’t believe I didn’t think of it. I may be paranoid, but if I’m right, this is one more problem we have to worry about that we don’t need.”
“Right about what?” Gary asked. “What’s going on?’
“The nosebleeds. They are just one symptom that goes along with long exposure to low level amounts of chemicals. Which, in the long run can be as deadly. I just really didn’t think of it. Will you excuse me? I want to go talk to the med bay.”
“Sure, but … why are you going there?”
“To prepare them for the possibility,” Gene said. “Of widespread methane poisoning.”
◆◆◆
 
“We’re on the base radar,” Gabe explained to Lucas. He looked over his shoulder to the young man who sat in the seat behind Owen. “No radio contact yet.”
“Cool. So they can see us and anything else. And your voice is in my head,” Lucas replied. “How long until we get to the next stop?”
“About an hour,” Gabe answered.
“This is a small plane,” Lucas said.
“Yes, it is. I’ve flown smaller.”
“Statistically speaking, you stand more chance of dying in a private plane than a passenger in a car accident,” Lucas said. “Statistically speaking.”
“You don’t say.” Gabe glanced at Owen.
“Pilot error and inexperience,” Lucas continued. “That’s the main cause. I know this because I wanted to learn how to fly and my mom tossed those facts out at me. I looked them up. She was right.”
Gabe glanced over his shoulder again. “I’ve heard those stats before.”
“Yep. Pilot error. Should you … should you be taking your eyes off the sky?”
Gabe laughed. “Relax. You’re fine. We’ll be there soon.”
“And there is a guy there?”
“Yep.”
“What if there’s not?” Lucas asked.
“We still have to stay. Landing at night is not an option.”
“Although …” Owen interjected. “You should make it possible. I mean, talk to base. Flying at night really is our best bet of finding more people.”
“You’re right,” Gabe said. “Can spot a light so far away. Might be an option.”
“No. No. no,” Lucas shook his head. “That is not a good idea. I mean, flying during the day, they can’t really see us. Right? I mean, you have lights on this plane. At night they’ll spot it.”
Gabe looked at Owen then back to Lucas. “The people on the ground will spot us? Is that what you mean?”
“No. The aliens.”
“The … aliens?” Gabe asked.
Owen glanced back. “Did you just say Aliens?”
“I did.”
“Why?” Owen asked.
“Because they’re the ones that did this. There’s an invasion.”
“You think aliens did this to the world?” Gabe questioned.
“Absolutely, what else would it be?”
Gabe chuckled. “Mother nature.”
Lucas laughed. “Mother nature. You’re funny. Nah, it’s aliens. I’m sure of it.” He exhaled and sat back. “Please keep your eyes on the sky, you’re making me nervous.”
After mouthing the word ‘aliens’ to his brother, Gabe just shook his head and concentrated on flying the plane. At the very least, Lucas was making things interesting.
◆◆◆
 
Clarksburg, Tennessee
 
It was an old zippo lighter. So old, parts of it had tarnished. A rubber band was wrapped around the width of it. Kyle suspected time had nearly glued that band to the metal of the lighter. It had long since run out of fluid, but Kyle didn’t use it as a lighter. It belonged to his father and when Kyle was anxious about anything, he played with that lid, opening and shutting it like a fidget spinner.
He pulled it out right after he heard what he thought was a plane.
Kyle swore he heard it, he raced out of their shelter into the street and looked. The engine was loud for only a few seconds and then it faded.
Fading, fading … gone.
He never saw it. And if he didn’t see the plane, then he reasoned, the plane didn’t see him.
He felt broken about it. All those weeks he had waited. He had stayed put, even when there was enough of a break in the storms to go west. Going west meant leaving Delaney and her brother, Stevie.
He could have, but chose not to. One hundred percent believing Colorado would send a plane.
Kyle thought ‘finally.’ The plane had come, but it left just as quickly.
He felt defeated. It was a strange mental analogy he gave himself.
Like a kid racing to the street upon hearing the bells of an ice cream truck, only to be left holding a bill, waiting for the truck that never came.
He even searched for the highest spot, but nothing came of it.
Perhaps he never heard the plane.
Click-click, Kyle fiddled with the lighter and sat on an overturned crate on top of the four story bank, which happened to be the highest building in town.
It was about ten minutes of silence. Ten minutes of clicking that lid and feeling lost, trying to figure out what his next move would be, when he heard it again.
The plane.
Slowly he stood as the sound grew louder and now, not only did he hear it, he saw it as well.
It flew low and Kyle waved his arms high in the air.
They saw him, they had to have seen him, he thought.
Whether the pilot did or not, Kyle would find out because the plane dropped even lower and it was clear it was landing somewhere.
Finally, Kyle would get to some sort of civilization.
Using the fire escape ladder, he hurried down to the street level. Two rungs from the bottom he heard Stevie calling his name.
“Kyle!”
Kyle spun around to see Stevie running his way.
“Did you hear it?” Stevie asked.
“I did, and saw it!”
“Me, too!”
“They landed.” Kyle turned in the direction the plane had flown. “I know they did.”
“Do you think they spotted us?”
“I don’t know,” Kyle replied. “They were a lot lower. Maybe they were circling before looking for a place to land.”
“That’s probably it. I mean they said they’d send someone.”
“That was so long ago,” Kyle said. “I wondered if they forgot about us or had died.”
Stevie shook his head. “No. They didn’t forget. Whoever it is, whoever is flying that plane, is getting us off this mountain.”
“Let’s hope. And let’s hope they find us.” Hands on his hips, Kyle paused to think. “Stay here. Stay near Delaney. Start a fire.”
“What are you going to do?” Stevie asked.
“I’m headed in the direction that plane landed.”
“Do you think you know where?”
Kyle nodded. “I do. There’s only one place I can think of and that’s the road on the east side. If they landed there, they’ll need help finding us. “If,” Kyle said, “they find us at all.”




ELEVEN – DROPS OF JUPITER

Colorado Springs, CO
 
Gene had been inside the mountain so much this day, he didn’t realize how hot it was outside.
He wiped the sweat that had formed on his brow with the back of his hand as he walked with Gary back to the tunnel.
The heat surprised him, even though it was late July. For some reason in his mind, he just never expected Colorado to get hot.
He felt the relief of the cool tunnel the moment they stepped inside.
“Why don’t you just kind of ask around,” Gene said to Gary.
“Okay, ask around about what?”
“See if anyone else from your crew may have had nosebleeds, headaches, confusion.”
“Gene, I get what you’re saying, but don’t you think if it’s methane poisoning it would have shown before now?”
“Not if we’re having leaks or sparse areas of exposure.”
“Didn’t you check the levels?”
“In hot zones. In areas where I knew there’d be eruptions.”
“Maybe it’s something else,” Gary suggested.
“Maybe. Just … ask your team. They’re always around people.”
“Will do.” Gary veered off and stopped. “Gene, when do you think you’ll go get those readouts from the NASA lab?”
“Hopefully, when the boys get back. “
“And California is the only place?”
Gene nodded. “We looked, but it’s the only one with the equipment we need. Hopefully it’s still there.”
“Do we want to know?” Gary asked. “I mean, what if we get the readouts and it’s just bad.”
“Like nowhere safe to go?”
Gary nodded. “You said it was an extinction event. Maybe there’s no getting out of it.”
“I don’t believe that. Besides, all of this worrying might be for naught. I mean, this could all be after-effects of the event.”
“And the nosebleeds are flukes?”
“Let’s hope.” Gene gave a swat to Gary’s arm and walked in the opposite direction, heading toward the medical bay.
To get there, he had to take the stairs, then the elevator. It was such a journey Gene could understand why those in the outside camp didn’t really want to bother seeking help for anything minor.
There wasn’t a very big medical team. Two nurses, Major Joshua Collins, a general practitioner, and the arrogant person who was the surgeon of the President, Crystal Somebody-or-Other. Gene just called her ‘Doctor’.
Calls for volunteers were made, but really, the bay was rarely busy.
At the entrance of the medical bay was a small office, behind it was a set of double doors leading to an eight-room care facility, complete with a nurses’ station.
Gene didn’t see any patients or people waiting, which was a good sign. He started to believe he was overreacting. After all, a lot was happening and the pessimist in him was waiting for the worst. In his mind, one big extinction level event wasn’t going to do it, there had to be more coming. The eruptions, the storms, sinkholes and fire geysers.
It only made sense something else was coming.
Disease or poisoning truly was less likely, it really was. Like Gary said, they would have seen signs sooner.
Perhaps the few people from that group had a virus or some kind of altitude reaction.
Feeling silly and neurotic, Gene turned to leave.
“Did you need something, Doctor Montgomery?” A male voice asked.
Gene turned around, to see it was the male nurse. “Yeah, sorry to bother you. Is the major around?”
“He’s on break,” the nurse said. “Are you sick? Did you need me to get him?”
Gene shook his head. “No. No. I’m fine. I was just here to ask him about something. Not a big deal or an emergency.”
“Can I help?’
“I was just, you know, curious if you have had many people come in with maybe dizziness, headaches … nosebleeds.”
The nurse opened his mouth to reply, but a female voice did.
Gene recognized the voice. The snobbish tone to it. It was the personal surgeon of the president.
“Did you say nosebleeds?” she asked.
Gene forced a pleasant look and turned around. She was behind him in the doorway. Even her tightly pulled back ponytail screamed smug.
“Yeah, I was asking about nosebleeds,” Gene said. “A couple people from the camp outside had them and, well, I’m not a medical expert, but I was worried. It’s probably just something outside in the air they were exposed to.”
With a surprised, ‘huh,’ she stepped back. “Odd. Then it can’t be just outside.”
“What do you mean?” Gene asked.
“I just got done treating the president for a nosebleed,” she said. “And he hasn’t been outside for weeks.”
The nurse added. “We had several today, six or seven, we treated them with silver nitrate. No blood pressure issues, or illness. Just —”
Gene finished his sentence. “Nosebleeds.”
The nurse nodded.
“Well, Doctor Montgomery,” Crystal said. “Seems your worries just may be founded. One person or two, it could be a fluke. But ten on the same day? There’s some kind of problem.”
◆◆◆
 
Clarksburg, Tennessee
 
Lucas took a quick drink of water and gasped. “It’s hot.”
He walked a few paces behind the brothers.
“We know,” Gabe said.
“Are we walking the right way?” Lucas asked.
Gabe sarcastically chuckled. “We’re walking up the road, what other way is there to walk? We’re headed in the right direction.”
“Just making sure.” Lucas took another drink.
“Ration that water,” Owen told him. “What we have is it.”
“We could have brought more,” Lucas said. “I mean there’s bottles on the plane.”
“You wanna lug them?” Gabe asked. “Just save your breath and energy and walk.”
“Let me get this straight,” Lucas said. “We flew over the town up there.” He pointed to the large hill. “Only to land down here so we can walk up there?”
Gabe nodded. “Yep. Because we needed space to land and there wasn’t any up there.”
“And that dude is supposed to be up there?” Lucas asked. “All the way up there.”
“You can wait on the plane,” said Owen. “If you want.”
“Cool. Because I don’t think we’re walking in the right direction.”
Owen stopped. “There’s no other direction to walk but up.”
“Maybe I’ll wait at the plane.”
“If you do,” Gabe said. “You’ll be by yourself. We’ll stay for the night up there.”
“Not if you realize you’re walking the wrong way,” Lucas said.
“Lucas,” Gabe snapped. “We’re walking the right way.”
“Fine. Fine.” Lucas exhaled, exasperated. “Man, it’s hot. I hope it cools down at night. About right now, I miss my pool. I had a nice one.”
Gabe looked over his shoulder. “Didn’t you die in your pool?”
“Oh, dude, low blow. I shared with you,” Lucas said. “And you use it against me. Unreal. And I still don’t think we’re walking the right way.”
“And you also think aliens destroyed the world,” Gabe said.
“Yeah, and your point?”
Owen groaned. “There’s no point. Trust me, we aren’t walking the wrong way.”
“And we’re trying to find some guy, Kyle, who has been waiting for a ride for like two months?” Lucas asked.
“Yes.” Gabe nodded. “He’s up there.”
“The wrong way?” Lucas asked.
“It’s not the wrong way,” Gabe barked.
“If he’s up there ahead,” Lucas said. “The superman looking dude isn’t him?”
“Huh?” Gabe turned around and looked at Lucas. “What are you talking about?”
“Him. The superman looking dude.” Lucas pointed to the left. “That’s not him?”
Both Gabe and Owen stopped walking and looked to where Lucas pointed.
A man stood at the edge of the woods. The dark, wavy haired man wore longer shorts, and his defined arms poked out of the sleeveless shirt he wore. He held a look of shock before he rushed out of the wooded area and to the trio.
“Are you them?” he asked. “The plane Doctor Montgomery promised?”
“Kyle?” Gabe asked.
Kyle nodded with a grin. “Yep. That’s me.” He laughed almost in relief.
“Sweet,” Lucas said. “Now we have him, we don’t have to go all the way up.”
“Um, actually … we do,” said Kyle. “There are two more survivors up there.”
Owen nodded once. “Then we go for them.”
“We’re glad you're alive,” Gabe said.
“Me, too. And I’m glad I found you,” Kyle stated. “You were going the wrong way.”
◆◆◆
 
Stevie moved frantically and meticulously, grabbing items, examining each one before he placed it in a bag. Packing up the home they had made for weeks in that bank.
She was happy to see his enthusiasm, but Delaney didn’t want to believe, not yet. More than she let on to her brother or Kyle, she needed this rescue. Her leg grew worse every day and she felt weak.
“Are you sure there was a plane?” Delaney asked.
“Positive,” Steve replied. “Kyle went for them.”
Delaney sat on her bed which was on the floor. She peered forward to the large window and watched outside where it grew dark. The orange light from Stevie’s bonfire illuminated the interior of the bank.
“What if something is wrong?” Delaney asked.
“Nothing is wrong.”
“Kyle should be back.”
“It’s a long walk.”
“What if he left us?”
“We would have heard the plane.” Stevie, carrying a bag, walked toward the front. “Ha.” He grinned and glanced over his shoulder to Delaney. “They’re back.”
Delaney felt the excitement and relief well in her chest.
“There’s three of them with Kyle. A three person rescue team. Del …” Stevie smiled. “We’re getting out of here.” He looked back out. “You know, the three of them look like brothers.”
When she heard the word ‘brothers’ Delaney’s insides immediately shook with nervousness and fear. “Brothers?”
“They look alike. One of them looks young, really young.”
Slowly, Delaney released the breath she held. Admittedly she was scared to face Gabe and Owen, not knowing how they’d react. But hearing there were three had Delaney believing it wasn’t the Foster brothers and she still had time to prepare before she had to face them.
Stevie released a sound of glee as he opened the door. “You’re back.”
Kyle stepped in first. “Me, too. I found them. We’re getting out of here, first light. We're making camp here for the night.”
A very young man walked in first, he looked like a teenager. Then Delaney saw Gabe walk in with Owen right on his heels.
“This is Stevie,” Kyle said. “I told you about him.”
Owen shook his hand. “We heard a lot about you. Glad you made it.”
Delaney was scared. Tremendously scared. She had a lot of time to think about this particular moment. Coming face to face with Gabe and Owen. How the brothers risked everything to find her in Vegas, even losing their father, only to have her walk away again.
How would they react? Would they hate her? Hold a grudge? Vow the moment they saw her they weren’t taking her? She wouldn’t blame them.
Delaney prepared mentally for every negative scenario.
Her gut twitched and shook waiting for the lashing, the hatred. For one of them to say, ‘we did this for you and you just left?’
What Delaney didn’t expect was the look of happiness on both of the brothers’ faces the moment they stepped in and saw her.
Both of them ran her way.
Owen wasted no time, dropping to the floor and embracing her.
“Oh my God. You’re alive.”
The second he’d broken from the embrace, Gabe hugged her. “When Kyle said it was you, I didn’t believe him.”
Delaney clutched Gabe, her fingers gripping and clasping to the fabric of his shirt as she whimpered out a sob. “You don’t hate me?”
“What?” Gabe pulled back “No. Why would we hate you?”
“I left you.”
Gabe shook his head. “No. We don’t hate you.”
Owen held up his fingers an inch apart. “A little pissed you took my car.”
Delaney chuckled emotionally. “I had to find my brother and my children.”
“We get that.” Gabe grabbed her hand. “We do. We looked for you. We wanted to find you. And now we have”
“Look at you,” Owen said. “You’re alive. Kyle said the leg is pretty bad. We have doctors at the mountain. They can help you.”
“We’ll get you there tomorrow,” Gabe said. “Not long at all. But otherwise, are you feeling okay? Something else isn’t wrong? You’re not hurt elsewhere?”
“Um, no.” Delaney replied. “I’m fine. Why?”
Gabe shook his head. “No reason. Just asking. You’re uh …” he pointed to above his top lip. “Nose is bleeding.”




TWELVE - SHAKING THINGS UP

Colorado Springs, CO
 
Gene had escaped to his own lab in his own little building. As if looking at his own computer would give him some insight as to what was going on. The hum of the small window air conditioner gave him the noise blocker he needed. That mess tent was loud.
How much longer would the generators run? Would they find a way to keep it all running? He hoped at least until summer was over. It was stiflingly hot for the evening, too hot.
He stared blankly at his computer, pulling up the folders with documents, hoping one of the file names might give him information. There were no answers to be found because Gene really didn’t know what to look for. There was no way to get into any databases without internet.
He thought about hitting the university library. Maybe find answers there.
He was a doctor of geology, not medicine. He wouldn’t even know where to look.
A knock came at his door.
Since it didn’t open right away, he knew it wasn’t Gary or Wiley.
“Come in,” he called out.
The door opened and Crystal stepped in. She looked different. She wasn’t wearing those scrubs with the long white lab coat. She wore a pair of khaki shorts, a tee shirt and a ball cap.
“I didn’t recognize you,” Gene told her.
“When you dress like a doctor outside of work, people tend to always have a health question to ask you.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
Holding a folder she pulled the door closed and looked around. “Wow, this brings back memories.”
“Of what?” Gene asked.
“My father. His little office. Portable building. Tiny AC.” She pointed to a chair. “May I?’
“Sure.”
She grabbed the chair and rolled it over.
“What did your father do?” Gene asked.
“I think his title was Construction Superintendent.” She sat down by Gene. “Maybe Project Manager, does that sound right?”
“Huh,” Gene sort of grunted in a thinking way, nodding his head.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s nothing. I’m just …my best friend Tom, that’s what he did.”
“Gabe and Owen’s dad?” she asked.
“Yep.” Gene nodded.
“I remember him. I wished we could have saved him.”
“Me, too.” Gene exhaled. “So … Doctor.”
“Call my Crystal or Crys works.”
“I will. Only because I can never remember your last name.”
“Mathias.”
Gene chuckled. “You’re kidding right?”
“No.”
“Your name is Crystal Meth?”
She pursed her lips, tilted her head and sighed. “That is really not the first time I’ve heard that.”
“Sorry. I couldn’t resist.”
“A lot of people can’t.”
“I have to tell you. This is a different side of you. I like the relaxed Crystal Meth.”
“Well, like I said, I don’t dress like a doctor outside the clinic,” she said. “I wanted to see you and I popped by the mess tent.”
“What did you want to see me about?”
She set the folder on the counter-desk. “It’s not many. But it is seventeen.”
“Seventeen?”
“Seventeen treated at the med bay for bloody noses.”
“Any other symptoms?” Gene asked.
“Not from them, but …” she opened the folder. “Gary found another eight who said they had experienced a nose bleed in the last two days. Plus, over a dozen exams were done for dizziness, heart palpitations, low body temp.”
“Yeah, but those are also signs of heat exhaustion.”
“I know. Any clue on what this could be?” she asked.
“Me? You’re asking me?” Gene shook his head. “No. Could it be viral?”
“It could be. However neither myself or the major are experienced in virology. It won’t be easy for us to find and isolate it. We can try. I thought, you know, with you being a scientist.”
Gene laughed. “I know rocks, not blood. I do … I do have this feeling though. I can’t shake it. I feel this is all connected. Everything that happened, and is happening, is all part of it. Like it’s affecting some people but not all.”
“Like there’s a common denominator.”
“At first I thought it was methane poisoning,” Gene said. “Methane in small prolonged doses could cause it.”
“If there was a leak, it would have to be here. Because the president was in the bunker.”
Gene nodded. “I know. I did some readings, but I picked up nothing.”
“Could it happen in waves like the eruptions?”
“That’s possible. But why just them, why not everyone?”
Crystal shrugged. “Again, maybe they all have something in common.”
“I’ll tell you, I was thinking about going to the university library and trying to find something, but I don’t know where to begin looking.”
“I do. Why don’t we go together tomorrow?” she suggested. “I can grab some books on viruses, too.”
“Alright, that will work for me.”
“Maybe together we can figure this out before it gets worse,” she said. “Maybe find a way to stop it.”
“If it’s a methane leak …” Gene shook his head. “There’s no way. But we will figure this out. We may not like what we find,” he said. “But we’ll figure it out.”
◆◆◆
 
Clarksburg, Tennessee
 
Delaney scraped her spoon along the inside of the small microwave pasta container to get the last bit of spaghetti sauce.
When Owen handed her the bowl with the red lid, she wanted to cry. She immediately thought of her children and how they loved those little pastas. It caused her an instant wave of guilt over being alive. It was something Delaney dealt a lot with over the previous couple of months.
As she finished the last drop, she glanced over to Gabe, Kyle, Stevie, and the teenager, who laughed.
“Are you alright?” Owen asked as he sat across from her.
“Yes. Just wish I could laugh.”
“You will. We all will. It’s not that they aren’t in pain, they learned how to compartmentalize it.”
“It’s a different world,” Delaney said.
“Yeah, it is. Changing every day.”
“Tell me about it.” She scraped the bowl again.
“If you’re still hungry, I’ll get you another. That kid has a duffel bag full of food.”
“No. No, I’m good.” She set the bowl down. “We’ve been rationing for a few days, I don’t want to get sick. I think I’m already coming down with something.”
“Like a cold?”
Delaney shook her head. “I think it has something to do with my leg, like an infection.”
“How is that possible?” Owen asked. “I mean was it a compound fracture?”
“No. But I haven’t been feeling well since. It still hurts. And now I think my blood pressure is up.”
“The nosebleed?”
“It’s not the first. Plus, I have headaches and …” she shifted her eyes to the others then lifted her hand.
Her fingers trembled out of control.
“I can’t stop the shaking,” she said. “It won’t stop. I think I’m having mini strokes or something.”
Owen grabbed her hand, squeezing it, then lowering it. “I’m not a doctor. But there are a lot of things that could cause those symptoms. You weren’t eating enough, drinking enough. When we get to base, they have doctors.”
“I know.” Delaney nodded. “And I’m not worried. Really I’m not. If I die, I die. Not that I want to, but I don’t care if I do.”
“What about your brother?”
“What do you mean?”
“I’m sure he cares if something happens to you.”
“Oh, he does. We’re all we have left, but he will be fine.”
“I wouldn’t be if I lost my brother.”
Delaney sighed. “Why are we having a morbid conversation?”
“You started it.”
“I guess I did. We’ll change up.” She lifted the empty container from the floor. “How about I take you up on that offer to get me another?”
“Absolutely.” Owen took the container and stood. “Honestly, I know you’re acting as if it doesn’t bother you. I know it does. You’ll be fine. We’ll be back at base tomorrow morning, and they’ll fix you right up. Trust me, they’re bored in that clinic. They never have patients.”
“Thank you.”
Owen nodded and walked over to the guy as Delaney sat back against her pillow. She thought about taking her evening walk around the interior of the bank. She tried walking several times a day, but on this night, she didn’t feel like it. She didn’t have the energy. Perhaps after she had a bit more to eat she would try. She had to build up her strength, they had a long trip down that mountain and she didn’t want to hold them back. Delaney would do what she could, even if it took faking how she felt, so she wasn’t a burden in the rescue.
◆◆◆
 
In his mind, Gabe gave it the name ‘The Bag of Wonders’ because it not only seemed never ending, but every time Lucas reached into that huge duffel bag, he pulled out something different.
Gabe swore that bag weighed about fifty pounds, especially with the water bottles placed in loops along the outside, loops Lucas had sewn on.
Lucas could barely lift it and Gabe didn’t have a problem with the weight of the bag because if Lucas weighed a buck-twenty soaking wet, he was lucky.
The bag was long and inside it contained a bunch of those plastic grocery store bags, each full, each separated by categories. That was how he was able to easily find and pull out another pasta for Delaney.
“Does she want a pudding?” Lucas asked. “I have pudding.”
“Um, I’ll ask,” Owen replied.
“Pudding always makes me feel better.”
It was all food.
Stuff Lucas had gathered in case he ever decided he was going to venture from his hometown or even his street.
When asked how he planned on carrying it if he couldn’t drive, Lucas had that all thought out. He was going to put it in a red wagon and pull it.
Gabe imagined at some point Lucas had lost it in his grief. He shared the story of his drowning and how he was in the ambulance when it all happened. His mother, father, sister, and entire family wiped out.
But to the young man, there was never any other option but to stay alive, to keep going, it was the only way to honor his fallen family.
From what Gabe gathered, Lucas focused on a lot of things other people would consider trivial. Like cleaning up the neighborhood, mowing grass, and creating a very organized duffel bag of easy-to-make food.
Lucas went into the bag a lot.
‘What did he have now?’ Gabe wondered as he watched Lucas pull out a pouch from his bag. It was the size of an MRE but clearly it wasn’t.
He watched as Lucas opened the top of the package, reached in and removed a smaller green pouch. After opening the green one, he placed it back in the bigger pouch, added water, sealed it then set it down.
He was so determined when he prepared whatever it was, and focused. Somewhere between setting down that sealed pouch and watching it like a boiling pot of water, Lucas noticed Gabe was staring.
“Did you want something?”
“No.” Gabe shook his head. “I’m just watching you. What uh … what are you doing?”
“Oh, making my dinner,” Lucas replied.
“Glad to see you’re going to eat.”
“Oh, I’m starving. I just felt bad taking your canned stew when I have food.”
“It was nice of you to share with Delaney,” Gabe said.
“I’d share with anyone. I gave Stevie a Twinkie.”
“You have Twinkies?” Gabe asked.
Stevie added “And HoHos.”
“In my snack bag,” Lucas said. “I’m not sure how long they’ll last.”
“You don’t by any chance have any alcohol in that bag, do you?”
Lucas snickered. “Dude, I’m not old enough to drink.”
From across the room, Owen laughed. “That would not have stopped us, Gabe.”
“I know, right?”
Kyle stood and talked as he walked across the bank to a teller counter. “I was the same way as Lucas. End of the world or not, I would believe somehow I’d get in trouble.” After reaching behind the counter, he lifted a bottle and returned to the group. “However, those rules don’t apply now. Here.” He handed it to Gabe.
“Thank you,” said Gabe.
“Done.” Lucas opened the pouch carefully, releasing a lot of steam. Then he pulled out a pair of tongs, reached into and grabbed two inner pouches one at a time. “Oh, yeah, nice and hot. Beats burning things down in the neighborhood.”
“What exactly are you eating?” Kyle asked.
After he finished opening the pouches, he held up the food object. “Pizza.”
Gabe sniffed. “It smells like it.”
“Kinda tastes like school pizza. Looks like it too, the cheese isn’t really white. Not bad. Want me to make you one?”
“No, save your special food,” Gabe said. “I’m good.”
“I’ll try,” Kyle said.
“Me, too,” added Stevie.
“I can always make more.” Lucas split one of the squares in half and gave a piece to Stevie and Kyle.
“You’re a good kid,” Kyle told him. “I really like your attitude.”
“We all have to be positive and work together, how else are we going to save the world?” Lucas stated.
“Amen to that.” Kyle lifted his piece of pizza, readying to take a bite.
“I mean if you think about it. Those of us who remain, if we turn on each other, isn’t that what the aliens want?”
Just as his teeth sunk into the pizza, Kyle paused and removed it from his mouth.
“Is it too hot?” Lucas asked.
“Aliens?”
Gabe took a drink of the whiskey. “That was my reaction.”
Lucas shifted his eyes from Kyle, to Gabe to Stevie. “Why do I get the feeling you guys don’t think it’s aliens?”
Stevie answered. “Because it was a geological event.”
“Or was it?” Lucas waved a finger. “Think about it. Plan B. A lot of people think an advanced civilization came and helped build the pyramids, right. What if they buried a backup plan in our earth that should they ever need the planet, they can wipe us clean. Huh? They need the planet.” Very dramatic, Lucas slowly looked at them. “They’re coming.”
Gabe admired his imagination, it was entertaining. A great theory that Uncle Gene could easily prove wrong. He supposed Lucas spent a lot of time alone thinking about it. But in a way he felt bad for Lucas because no one would ever believe him.
“Back up,” Delaney said from across the room.
Gabe knew how sharp tongued Delaney could get. He was ready to stop her from bursting his bubble. But he didn’t need to.
“That …” Delaney said. “Totally makes sense. It explains how it happened all at once.”
“Yep. Exactly,” Lucas replied. “Methane bombs. They were here. They knew our weakness.”
Thinking he couldn’t wait to see his Uncle’s face over the alien theory, Gabe enjoyed another small sip of the booze while listening to Lucas and Delaney going back and forth.




THIRTEEN - CLOSER

Colorado Springs, CO
 
It had been the first day, since the beginning, since the event even began, that Gary had slept more than four hours. It was also the first day that he didn’t leave Base.
Every day before, he was out searching for people, clearing towns, moving survivors.
Doing something.
But it had been deemed too dangerous to take anyone out until they knew what was going on with the unstable ground.
He understood that.
What he didn’t understand was why he was called to a meeting. Gary was just a grunt. He didn’t make important decisions or have this vast expert field of knowledge.
Yet, they asked him to attend. Rather, Gene asked him. The nearest Gary could figure out was he was needed for the trip in case of problems.
The meeting was early, right after breakfast was served in the mess tent. Gary grabbed a cup of coffee and made his way there. Gene told him to go to the theater.
He wasn’t exactly sure where the theater was and assumed it was like an auditorium, instead when he finally located it, he felt like he walked into the 1980s movie, War Games.
Gary stepped through the door and stopped on a landing before a set of staircases. He understood the name ‘theater; as he looked below into a large room. It was bigger than the main monitoring room, with huge screens against the front wall, much like the monitoring room. Only there were no multiple soldiers working on computers. A single table was on the floor up front with two computers and one person manning it.
Colonel Macintosh stood behind the man working the computer. He looked up when the sound of the door closing caught his attention.
“Have a seat, Mr. Nealy,” the colonel said. “We’ll start as soon as everyone is here.”
Gary looked around. There were long tables on tiers or levels, much like a lecture hall. At least fifteen people were seated at various tables. They all looked at Gary, then as he ascended the steps, they faced forward again toward the colonel.
A few of them he recognized and knew, like him, they weren’t typically at some ‘inner workings’ meeting.
He took a seat at the end of a table located on the third tier. He sipped his coffee watching others, watching the colonel look over the computer guy’s shoulder, pointing to the screens.
Something was going on.
The door closed again, and Colonel Macintosh peered up and then back to the computer. Whoever it was, the colonel didn’t need to tell them what to do.
Gary heard the fast moving footsteps on the stairs and just as he turned to look, he felt the hand on his back.
“Pretty cool, huh?” Wiley asked with a mysterious enthusiasm.
“What is?” Gary asked.
“They tapped in.” He continued down the stairs.
“Tapped into what?” Gary asked.
But Wiley was already at the bottom of the steps and trotting his way to the colonel.
The man behind the computer turned around and shook Wiley’s hand. Gene’s young assistant grinned.
What was going on?
And why was Wiley looking so happy and excited when the colonel and everyone else looked concerned and glum.
Gary kept his eyes forward, trying to decipher the quiet speaking of the colonel while watching his lips.
“Hey,” Gene said softly, slightly out of breath. “Glad you’re here.”
Gary turned in his chair. “What the heck is going on?”
Gene glanced to the front of the room, then sat down at the table in the row ahead of Gary, turning his body, speaking in a secretive manner.
“There’s a lot going on,” Gary said softly.
“Like what?”
“You know how we discussed the Thermal Infrared Multispectral Scanner?”
Gary nodded. “The one that sends data only some computer in California can read?”
“Apparently, that guy there.” Gene pointed to the man at the computer by the colonel. “Was a robotics scientist from Israel and has been re-programing since last night to get the data deciphered.”
“That’s fantastic news. If he can do it, that would save having to go to California.”
“Exactly. Fingers crossed, he says he can.”
“What about all these people? Why are they here?”
“Ever hear the saying it takes a village to raise a child?” Gene asked.
Gary nodded. “Of course.”
“Well, in this instance, it’s going to take a village to save humanity. Intelligence feels …”
“Intelligence?” Gary asked. “There’s an Intelligence department here?”
Gene chuckled. “It’s NORAD, of course there is. What I was saying is, Intelligence feels in a think tank situation, these individuals, including you, can contribute to problem solving.”
“So, we have problems? Bigger problems than we knew about? Sinkholes, fire geysers?”
“Bigger.” Gene nodded. “My friend, I’m not even sure we can come up with a solution.”
◆◆◆
 
Clarksburg, Tennessee
 
Regrets.
Delaney acted fine, other than complaining of a little pain, Stevie knew something was wrong. Nothing major stood out that couldn’t be explained. Almost nothing major. The clammy skin, the way she kept taking deep breaths as they prepared to leave the bank and make it down the mountain. All of it could have been explained by nerves.
Except that one new thing. The one thing that made Stevie flash back to a time when they were kids and at thirteen, not only did he take his father’s car and dent it, he blamed it on Delaney. After all, she was the one with the new license.
Instead of fighting and telling their father it was Stevie, Delaney took the fall, always telling Stevie that one day he’d pay.
At that moment, looking at his sister, he regretted that day, those actions. He knew, even though she said nothing, Stevie knew.
Her eye.
Just over the course of the night, her eye had started to droop.
Not significantly, but enough for Stevie to notice. After all, he had known his big sister his entire life.
Was Delaney having mini strokes like she said? Were the frequent nosebleeds part of that?
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Stevie asked his sister as he helped her up..
“I’m fine. Not sure how fine I’ll be after you guys carry me on that thing,” she said with a joking tone and pointed to the contraption Kyle had made. The tarp was positioned on the floor. Attached to it were two broom handles on each side. He had tied the ends to form a hammock style gurney.
Stevie helped her to the carrying contraption as Kyle approached.
“You’ll be fine,” Kyle said. “I promise. There are five of us. I just need you to lay down in the center of it.”
Delaney nodded and Stevie helped her down to the floor to lay on the tarp.
“It’ll be fast,” Stevie said. “Done before you know it.”
Gabe announced his presence as he walked back into the bank with a clap of his hands and a loud, “Okay. Weather is good. Sky looks clear. Not windy at all. Perfect flying weather. It’s really hot out there so have a water.”
“Like, really hot,” Owen commented. “Glad we’re moving early, I don’t want to think about how hot it will get.”
“Agreed,” Kyle replied. “And we should get going. Alright, here’s how it’s going to go, we each will take a corner. Odd man out will take Point and carry what they can. We will alternate when someone gets tired. It won’t always be smooth. We can cut through the woods, and it will be shorter, or take the road, whichever will be easier.”
Nervously, Lucas spoke up while fiddling with his large bag. “Maybe let her decide? Bumpy and fast or smooth and long.”
Everyone looked down to Delaney.
“Through the woods,” she stated.
“Good,” Kyle said. “Then that’s what we’ll do. Stevie, you’re on point first.”
Stevie gave a thumbs up.
“Lucas?” Kyle called his attention.
“Yeah?” Lucas paused fussing with his goody duffle bag.
“Give Stevie that bag.”
“No, I’m good.”
“Hand it to him.” Kyle held out his hand. “You are not used to lugging heavy stuff with a rescue.”
Reluctantly, Lucas did and Stevie secured it over his head with the strap across his chest.
“Are we ready?” Kyle asked.
Everyone nodded.
Stevie looked down to Delaney. “Almost done.” He glanced to Gabe. “How far is the plane after we get down the mountain?”
“Not long,” Gabe replied. “A quarter mile.”
“An hour tops,” Kyle said. “An hour tops. Okay, everyone grab a corner.” He crouched down. “On three … one … two …” When he called out ‘three’ everyone hoisted up.
It was awkward at first, tilting and tipping.
“Balance using your shoulders,” Kyle instructed. “Let’s keep a steady pace. Stevie, lead the way.”
Just once more Stevie looked back and glanced to Delaney to give her a reassuring look.
“Dude,” Lucas called out.
Stevie didn’t know who he was talking to, so like everyone else, he looked at Lucas.
Lucas was talking to Stevie. “Dude you’re …” Lucas pointed to his nose.
Stevie reached up, when his fingers grazed just under his right nostril, he felt the moisture. It wasn’t a lot. Pulling his hand down he saw the blood on his fingertips. It was odd, but Stevie couldn’t worry about it. He wiped the back of his hand under his nose and led the group from the bank.
◆◆◆
 
Colorado Springs, CO
 
Just as he was about to spill the beans to Gary, Colonel Macintosh called the room to order. He always reminded Gene of a movie star. One of those mid to older actors that always played a military man. Gray haired, probably at one time he was blonde. A chiseled face that rarely showed what he was feeling.
Matter of fact and non-wavering.
That was the colonel.
For the most part, Gene knew what Macintosh was going to say, so before he felt guilty for not saying anything to Gary, Gene leaned over. “Hey, it’s not good,” Gene whispered. “It’s not good at all.”
“What the hell?” Gary asked shocked, “What are you talking about?”
“If I can have your attention,” the colonel said.
“Gene? What is it?” Gary asked.
“I wanted to tell you before … but …”
“Tell me what?”
Gene shook his head.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the colonel said. “I know you’re wondering why I asked you here. All of you were chosen because of your skills in this world before the event. Skills I hope will prove to compose an amazing think tank. And trust me when I tell you that we need a think tank.”
Gene felt Gary’s continuous stare. Almost inaudibly, Gene grumbled. “You’ll find out soon.”
“I know a lot of you have heard about the sinkholes out east,” the colonel said. “And the eruptions that have been happening out this way. We believe we know what’s happening. For that, I want to bring up Doctor Gene Foster.”
Gene stood, and walked down the stairs to the front.
“Thank you,” Gene said. “We’re here today to let you know what we think, what I think, is happening, and hope all of you can contribute your thoughts as to what we can do next. Our primary focus is survival. In a nutshell, it isn’t over. We thought the eruptions of fire geysers were caused by subsurface increases in temperatures. It appears it is not. We … don’t know what’s causing them. Then sinkholes … well, the release of the methane pocket causes instability so they make sense. But there’s more.” Gene paced as he spoke. “Two hundred and fifty million years ago there was an extinction event called the Permian extinction. It is believed that it began with methane eruptions that changed the face of the earth causing a massive extinction event. This, right here, what we are facing now, is a repeat of that event.”
There were a lot of mumbles in the room.
“Right here,” Gene said. “Where we are, the composition of the air is changing. The methane eruptions like millions of years ago have cascaded us into an almost instant climate change, one that can be uninhabitable. This weather we are having, the heat index, will only get worse. And even if we can find a way to live in the heat, the heat isn’t the worst of our problems. Like I said, the composition of the air … here … is changing.” He held out his hand in a pointing manner. “Doctor Mathias can explain.”
Crystal stood and made her way to the front. “As Doctor Foster has said, the air composition is changing. Air consists of different percentages of multiple elements. Oxygen, nitrogen, argon, carbon dioxide, neon, methane, helium, and krypton. It is such an intricate balance that any increase or change in that composition is fatal. We are facing that now. We believe the balance is off. It’s slight, but enough. Because of that, we are starting to see medical repercussions. What started out as a handful yesterday has grown to forty-three people. There’s no rhyme or reason for these people to show symptoms first, but it’s only a matter of time before everyone starts showing symptoms.”
The mumbling in the room grew and one person spoke up, “Symptoms of what? What are we talking about?”
Crystal answered. “Neurological disorders. It starts with nosebleeds, shakes, inability to balance, to think, eventually death. Our bodies simply aren’t designed to be able to breathe the new composition of air. These effects cannot be reversed. Once it starts there is no turning back. Combined with the rising heat factors, the only way to halt the damage is to breathe better air.”
The colonel spoke up. “Which is why you are all here. Not to figure out a way to change what we’re facing, but rather how we are going to get nearly five thousand people to safety and how to survive once there.”
Someone called out, “Where is safety? Is there such a place?”
Gene nodded. “Yes. We believe so. We believe the air quality is different there and the heat index will be bearable.” He paused. “Everything including and north of the Canadian territory of Nunavut. Northern Quebec, Greenland.”
Gary gasped out. “Holy shit. You need to move five thousand people to the North Pole? If we figure out how to do that, can we live there?”
“We’re going to have to try,” Gene said. “That’s why we’re here, all of us, to work out a plan. To save as many as we can.”
“You mean save everyone,” Gary said.
Gene looked at Crystal.
Crystal spoke up. “We won’t be able to save everyone. Those affected, those who will be affected before the move, will not be able to go.”
“Why?” Gary asked.
“We won’t have the means for the care they will need,” Crystal answered. “I know it sounds harsh, but they simply will not be able to make the journey.”
“Survival,” the colonel said. “Will be hard enough for those who are strong.”
“So your plan is to save the strong?” Gary asked. “To hell with the weak and sick.” He stood. “I’m sorry. I can’t be part of a plan that leaves people behind because they’re weak. I’m sorry, I just can’t. When your focus is to save everyone, count me in. Until then, I’m sorry … I’m out.”
Gene watched his friend walk out of the room which had grown silent. He understood where Gary was coming from, he really did. But the goal was to keep the human race from going extinct and to do that meant making hard choices. Because saving everyone, healthy or not, just wasn’t realistic with the short time frame they faced.




FOURTEEN - SQUEEZE

Colorado Springs, CO
 
Where was he?
Gene was generally concerned for Gary, the way he left without hearing the rest of the meeting. He missed a lot of important information.
Things Gary needed to know.
There was a lot of chatter after the meeting. Gene excused himself, telling people if they needed him they knew where to find him.
Then he went on a search for his friend. He wanted to explain things to him, have him fully understand the ‘whys’ of what was said in the meeting.
Gary was understandably upset about leaving people behind, but he didn’t understand exactly how that decision was made.
It bothered Gene because he didn’t want Gary to think they were heartless.
He searched everywhere. Gary wasn’t at the mess tent, nor his room, he wasn’t at the rescue center where those who went out regularly met and hung out.
Gene decided to take a break looking and headed to the medical bay. He was surprised to see Gary there.
He looked bewildered, sitting in a chair, just staring into the ward. The beds weren’t full, there were only a few patients. Those who had been suffering effects went about their normal days. The beds were reserved for those who started deteriorating rapidly.
“I’ve been looking for you,” said Gene, approaching him.
“I don’t understand. I came here expecting a pandemic. There are six people. You can’t make room for six people?”
Sighing out, Gene sat in the chair next to him. “I wish it were as simple as making room. You should have stayed at the meeting.”
“It was hard to hear that,” Gary said.
“I know.”
“I’m just confused at what is happening with these people.”
“It’s not just these people, it’s the world,” Gene explained. “Everything is happening so fast. Too fast. Where do you want me to start?”
“Well … you said something about the air changing. I get that. All that methane blasted up. But why are some people hit? Why not all of us?”
“The way Crystal explained it to me is this is a form of methane poisoning. Which means every single person that is showing symptoms was in an area for a prolonged period of time where the levels didn’t kill them, but poisoned them. In me, you, and others not showing symptoms, it’s a slow process of what we’re breathing in and is compounded by the heat. Those struck down, their levels were already high, and none of our current conditions are helping them. The levels fluctuate all around us.”
“And the air is that much better a few thousand miles north.”
“Not really. It’s not that simple.”
“Then simplify it.”
“Humans can adapt to changes by making moves, such as going north. But we’re going north for other reasons,” Gene said. “Even with the air changing, even with adapting to that, we cannot adapt to the rapid-changing climate. At this rate, within a month, two tops, it will be too hot to survive here. All those fire eruptions, we’re going to see more. Many more. As hard as it will be to survive up north, we stand a better chance which we don’t have down here.”
“So staying put is not an option,” Gary commented. “I get it. I do. Where does leaving these people behind come in? Is it the lack of care that we’ll be able to give them, what?”
“We can’t just leave from here. We’re going to be leaving in a rush as it is. Command has been in contact with a nuclear sub that was in the Atlantic when everything happened. They spent weeks out there and just docked in Norfolk two weeks ago. They’re going to be preparing, an air craft carrier, the USS Gerald Ford.”
“That’s what we are putting survivors on?” Gary asked.
Gene nodded. “It is. We’re going to take that north into the Labrador Sea and anchor there until we can set up colonization somewhere.”
“I’m still confused on why we are leaving the weak behind.”
“It’s not that we want to, we don’t have a choice.”
“There’s always a choice, Gene.” Gary stood up. “Will they get worse if we get them to a better environment, stop them from the exposure.”
“No.” Gene shook his head. “That’s not it. It’s fifteen hundred miles, Gary. Fifteen hundred miles across the US. Fire eruptions, sinkholes, increased temperatures, not to mention without doing constant readings, we won’t know where the areas are of high methane levels. High levels that can make things worse for them. Going by land, it’s a dangerous trek for even the healthiest people.”
“There’s not a caravan going across the country?” Gary asked. “How are you getting people to Norfolk?”
“The only way that’s safe … we’re flying them.”
“So we fly the ill,” Gary stated matter of fact.
“That’s the problem. The chemical poisoning these people are experiencing has caused neurological damage, the nosebleeds, the ears bleeding, in some cases the eyes, all signs of neurological damage and distress. They can’t fly, Gary.”
“Finally understanding, Gary closed his eyes and sighed out. “Putting them in a plane, decompressing is a death sentence.”
Gene nodded. “A very painful death sentence.”
◆◆◆
 
Clarksburg, TN
 
The King Air C90 was on the luxury side of small planes. While technically, not including the pilot and co-pilot, the plane could seat six if the jump seat in the rear was unfolded, it wasn’t needed on the flight back to Colorado Springs. There was enough seating for everyone. Four bucket seats, two on each side of the narrow aisle facing each other, then one lone seat in the back, on the pilot side, facing the small galley in the rear of the plane. That was where Lucas sat.
“I feel like I’m in the second grade again,” Lucas complained. “In the corner, back facing everyone. Like some sort of punishment. Did I do something?”
Owen told him, “No.”
“But there’s enough seats. You should put Delaney back here. Really it’s roomy.”
Delaney was the reason Lucas sat in the back. She wasn’t feeling well, you could tell by her pale face something was wrong. She was drained, and the brothers thought it best to keep her nearer to the front and in a position where she could keep her leg elevated.
“Lucas, you’re in the back,” Owen said. “Think of it as you’re special.”
Lucas groaned out a ‘hmm’, “You know, the teacher told me the same thing, that it was for my own good all because I gagged on the communion wafer during practice. I went to Catholic school.”
“Well, I’m sure you were in more trouble than that,” Owen finished securing Delaney’s leg and creating a comfortable makeshift bed between the facing seats.
“No, not really,” Lucas replied. “That was it. Hey, there’s a kitchen back here. A little one. Am I playing Flight Attendant?”
“Only if you want to.” Owen stood upright. He smiled at Delaney. “Do you need anything?”
“I could use a drink.”
Owen shifted his eyes to the back. “Hey Lucas, see if there are any little bottles of booze back there.”
Lucas stood. “I’ll look, there’s like a ton of shoebox wide cabinets back here.”
Owen chuckled. “He’s funny.”
Hearing Kyle say, “Excuse me.” Owen stepped out of the aisle. “Everything okay up front?” he asked Kyle.
“Yeah, I just wanted to see up there.”
“Do you fly?”
“I started learning. I wouldn’t be able to do it. It was just cool up there.”
“You are welcome to sit with my brother and play co-pilot.”
“Really?”
“Yep.” Owen nodded. “Trust me, I’d rather sit back here. I can keep an eye on Lucas.”
“Sweet. Thanks. If you don’t mind …”
“Nope.” Owen shook his head. “Go ahead. It’s two hours until we fuel up in Tulsa. Trust me you’ll be bored and asking to be back here soon enough.”
“Oh, I doubt that. It’s a great view. Thanks again.”
Owen nodded and decided he would take the seat on the other side of the aisle, across from Stevie. The back of that chair was close to the back of Lucas’.
He could hear Lucas rattling in the galley.
“Bingo,” Lucas called out. “A whole drawer full.”
Owen walked toward him, holding out his hand. “Give me a couple. Doesn’t matter what kind.”
Lucas placed three little bottles in Owen’s hand. Owen backed up and gave them to Delaney. “Here you go.”
“Thank you.” She smiled when she took them. “Remember Gabe had a bunch on our flight to Vegas?”
“I do. Enjoy.” Owen’s eyes cast upward when he heard his brother announce it was time to take a seat. He slipped into the brown, comfortable chair, sat down and the smile dropped from his face when he saw Stevie sit across from him.
What was going on?
An hour beforehand as they made their way down the mountain, Stevie was fine. Now he, like Delaney, was pale, he looked worn out. And the way he kept blinking his eyes was unnatural.
Owen stood up abruptly.
“Everything okay?” Delaney asked.
“Yeah. Fine. Just … have to ask Gabe something.” Owen made his way the short distance to the cabin, and slipped behind the privacy curtain.
Gabe chuckled as soon as he did. “Dude there is so not enough room up here.”
“I’ll just be a minute,” Owen replied. “Kyle, how are you feeling?”
“I’m fine. Why?”
“Stevie.” Owen pointed back with his thumb. “He looks almost as bad as Delaney. Which if he’s sick, that rules out her leg. He was fine coming down the mountain.”
“I’d hardly call it a mountain,” Kyle said. “A steep hillside into the actual town of Clarksburg, but I get what you mean. He was fine. Nothing should have worn him out. Wait.” Kyle snapped his finger. “Lucas said his nose was bleeding, too.”
“Shit. Maybe we can find a landline when we get to Tulsa,” Gabe stated. “Make sure they have Medical on hand.”
“You don’t think it’s some sort of virus, do you?” Owen asked.
Gabe shrugged. “I wouldn’t know. I mean, if it’s something contagious, wouldn’t Kyle have it?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s something genetic. Like high blood pressure,” Owen said.
“Yeah, but dad had high blood pressure,” Gabe replied. “I don’t ever remember him having nosebleeds other than the time him and Uncle Gene got into that bar fight when we were young.”
“Whoa, that’s a memory. Okay, well, I’ll go watch them. I was just giving you the head’s up.”
“Thank you. Buckle up. We’re ready to go.”
Owen nodded and returned to his seat. He forced a smile to Delaney then to Stevie as he grabbed his seatbelt.
“Everyone this is your captain speaking,” Gabe said through the speaker. “We are ready to take off. We’ll be taxing down the highway here very shortly. Our first destination is Tulsa. Flying time is one hour and fifty-six minutes. Sit back, relax and thank you for flying Gabe Air.”
Owen felt the touch to his hand and he turned his head to Delaney.
She smiled. “Your brother is so funny. Gabe Air.”
“Yeah.” Owen returned the smile. “He is.”
Owen couldn’t wait to get back to Colorado Springs and the doctors there. He really felt something was wrong. And as he felt the plane begin to taxi, he knew it wouldn’t be long.
It seemed almost surreal to Delaney, that moment, being on the plane, heading off to what would be some sort of civilization with people. She had spent so much time with just her, Stevie, and Kyle that she was beginning to wonder if there truly were any other people left.
They had lived in that bank, scraped for food. Of course, she wasn’t a viable part of that at all. She had become useless.
She blamed everything on her leg, when if she thought hard about it, the reason was more her will.
Delaney didn’t feel like doing anything and in return, her lack of movement and motivation increased her pain when she did eventually move.
She was positive when they landed in Colorado, whatever doctor was on duty was going to give her an earful. A part of her felt guilty as well for her behavior since her injury. She didn’t do anything to get better, yet, Kyle and Stevie were so good to her.
Everyone was.
Did she even deserve it?
Strapped into that seat, leg propped and padded, Delaney knew why they treated her like an invalid. Because she acted like one when she wasn’t. Maybe it was a mental thing that caused her to feel so poorly, to affect the way she breathed. Every breath felt heavy and thick. She had done so little her brain was in a constant fog state.
So much so she couldn’t remember her husband’s name. For two days she struggled, then joked about it with Stevie so he would tell her.
What was wrong with her?
Delaney had to get it together, and she vowed that she would once they arrived at Colorado Springs.
Squeezing the armrests, she pressed the back of her head against the seat and closed her eyes as she felt the plane move faster and faster down the runway.
She braced herself for takeoff, something she always hated. Like many people, that and landing made her nervous.
The plane lifted off, slightly tilted to the right. She opened her eyes to peer out of the window, feeling the pressure that happened when the plane climbed in altitude.
Not long after, as the pressure built in her ears, she reached for her water to take a drink, to ‘pop’ her ears with a good hard swallow. When she lowered her hand to the bottle next to her, her hand shook so much, she couldn’t lift it. Delaney couldn’t control the shaking of her hand. Then the pressure in her ears turned to something else … pain.
An intense pain, shooting daggers at the front of her head and to her eyes.
She shut her eyes tighter, wincing in pain. She felt the moisture build at the creased part of her eyelids.
A pain so intense it caused her eyes to water.
Her ears felt like they were going to explode.
The plane noise was gone, muffled.
She brought the palms of her hands to her eyes, they hurt so bad. Maybe if she pressed against them.
The second she pressed her hands against her eyes, she realized how wet her face was, and then she felt something warm on her ear lobes.
When she opened her eyes, everything was blurry. Too blurry to see clearly. She felt a sense of panic and with shaking hands she grabbed for her water bottle. As if taking a drink really would do the trick. She managed to grab it, but it slipped form her hand and fell to the floor. What was wrong with her? She lifted her hand to her eye-line, and though her sight was blurry, Delaney could see the palm of her hands well enough to know it wasn’t water or tears that rolled from her eyes … It was blood.
Lucas had flown many times in his life, it was just an odd sensation, seated backwards with the feeling of being tilted forward when the plane took off.
Like he always did, every take off, Lucas wondered if everything was alright. Was the plane supposed to shake like that? Tilt. Hit turbulence.
He bounced some in his seat, gripped the arm rest and said a little prayer.
The plane would level off soon, it had to.
Gabe was good.
Nothing was wrong.
Until he saw the bottle of water roll by him. It rolled by his foot, hit into the galley cabinet, and stayed there.
That bottle told him something happened, something wasn’t right.
Clearly he could see the bottle was smeared with blood.
“Gabe!” Owen screamed, scrambling to undo his seatbelt.
Owen was never one to leave his eyes open during takeoff, at least not the whole time. At some point he always closed his eyes.
They were closed for maybe thirty seconds as the plane made its steep climb.
When he opened them he saw Stevie. His head twitching violently left to right, bloody tears streamed down his face. Stevie’s arms looked as if they had atrophied, retracting inward, crossing each other as they tapped repeatedly against his chest.
He undid his buckle mid-climb to reach for him when he noticed Delaney.
The same exact thing was happening to her.
“Gabe!” he screamed, but knew his brother couldn’t hear him.
As he stood, he saw Lucas through the corner of his eye.,
Lucas braced himself, holding on to the seat. He, too, knew something was up and had stood.
The young man held a look of horror as Lucas’ eyes stayed focused and locked on Stevie.
Owen didn’t know what to do or how to help.
He was at a loss.
Thinking Maybe Kyle could help, Owen knew he had to make his way forward.
The plane leveled off and Owen propelled forward some as he took a step towards the cockpit.
“Gabe!” he called out, rushing forward.
He flung open the curtain.
Gabe lowered his headset. “What’s wrong?”
Owen caught his breath. “They’re convulsing. Bleeding. Something is happening.”
“Who?” Gabe asked.
“Delaney. Stevie.”
It was obvious Gabe was completely confused, having just focused on a successful take off.
Kyle comprehended some. He hurriedly undid his belt and lifted off the headset. He stood, turned, looked, and froze.
“What?” Gabe asked. “What’s going on?”
“Jesus. They’re seizing” Kyle said. “Find a place to land the plane. It has to be the altitude.”
Kyle rushed back to the cabin, and Owen took Kyle’s seat.
He watched his brother frantically work the controls.
Owen felt helpless. There was nothing he could do but wait until his brother found a place to set down the plane.




FIFTEEN – WHERE NOW?

Colorado Springs, CO
 
Gene wasn’t far from the command room at all when he got the call about the plane, he rushed there the second Macintosh said, “Hey, we saw something with the plane.”
Every fear imaginable crossed Gene’s mind. Despite him telling himself to not get worked up until he heard.
“What’s going on?” Gene asked when he rushed in. “Please don’t tell me they crashed.”
The colonel shook his head. “We don’t believe they crashed. There was no sudden drop in altitude. It was gradual, they landed.”
“Okay,” Gene nodded.
“Ten minutes after they took off, At least that’s what we’re guessing because they appeared on radar and then they decreased altitude within two minutes.”
The specialist at the control turned around. “I am going to guess they landed in Jonesboro Arkansas. There are three airstrips they could pick from. Landing that soon after takeoff usually indicates mechanical failure.”
“The good news is,” the colonel said, “they can probably pick up another plane.”
“If they can fly,” Gene said.
“What do you mean?” the colonel asked.
“Are we able to get Doctor Mathias on the speaker phone?” Gene asked. “She’s in the medical bay.”
With a snap of his finger the colonel pointed to the phone and the specialist lifted it.
“Yes, thank you,” the specialist said on the phone. “One moment.” He set down the receiver. “She’s there.”
“Crystal, hey, it’s Gene,” Gene spoke up. “Our rescue plane took off from Clarksburg, hit cruising altitude for about two minutes then landed. How long would it take for severe symptoms to show in our poisoning victims if they were flying.”
“A few minutes,” Crystal replied.
Gene nodded knowingly to the colonel.
“But …” Crystal continued. “If they’re flying and they get sick, they’d have to know it was the altitude causing it for them to make the decision to land that fast. It’s either mechanical issues or more than likely your pilot was the one that got sick.”
Gene didn’t want to say the words ‘thank you’ but they slipped from his mouth anyhow. He hoped she was wrong, because if the pilot was sick that meant it was Gabe and Gene didn’t want to even think about that.
◆◆◆
 
Gary watched as Crystal slowly placed the phone down.
“How long?” he asked. “Would one person have to be exposed to low levels to start showing a reaction?”
“It’s not that simple. Rather, the answer is not that simple. Methane poisoning. Chemical poisoning causes neurological disorders. Rate of poisoning makes a difference as well. Let me give you an example. Something visual.” Crystal stood and walked across her office to the sink. She lifted an empty glass. “Let’s say a quarter of this glass is minor problems. Half full are more serious. Three quarters, really bad, and full … death. This …” she turned on the sink full blast and filled the cup quickly, “Was the event. That water was the methane, blasting a deadly level.” After emptying the glass, she turned the faucet on a trickle. “These are the people that stayed in areas with slow undetectable leaks. The water is their exposure. Move them …” she shut off the water. “The poisoning stops. But only if there is no methane. Here’s where we are now.” She turned the water to only a drip.
“So you, me and the others started with an empty glass?”
Crystal nodded. “The drops are so minimal, it would take a while to reach poisoning levels. A month maybe. But for those who already started with say a quarter glass … the drops brought it up to problem levels. That’s why we’re seeing it.”
“Then it’s not Gabe.”
“Excuse me?” Crystal asked, confused.
“You said to Gene that the pilot could be sick. It’s not Gabe or Owen. They’ve been the same places we have. So it is mechanical failure or someone else on the plane.”
“Maybe the boy they picked up,” Crystal suggested. “But circling back to what we were talking about before Gene called … You see now why we can’t fly them out.”
“And staying anywhere in the hot zone will keep poisoning them and the heat will kill them.”
Crystal nodded.
“Are these people destined to die no matter what we do?”
Crystal shook her head. “No. No, they’ll have problems. But if we stop the slow poisoning, we can stop the problem from worsening.”
“And that would mean getting them to the North Pole.”
“That’s the only means of survival for us all. Again, unfortunately, that’s crossing fifteen hundred miles of unknown territory.”
“Shouldn’t it be their choice?” Gary asked. “Stay and die or risk it and live.”
“It should be. But someone healthy will have to take that risk as well. Who is going to do that?”
“If Gabe and Owen are fine and healthy, I have an idea how to map out our route.”
“Our route?” Crystal asked. “So you want to be the one.”
“Yeah. I’ll be the one,” Gary said. “Because I’m leaving no one behind.”
◆◆◆
 
Jonesboro, Arkansas
 
Air.
Fresh air. That seemed to be the first thought. Get Delaney and Stevie off the plane and into fresh air.
But it was stale, hot and muggy. Nothing fresh about it. The heat was almost unbearable.
Gabe was frustrated and angry.
What was wrong with them? How did it happen? He landed the plane and couldn’t even find a working landline inside the small airport. He couldn’t think straight and Owen seemed hell bent on playing Medical Detective. Which frustrated Gabe even more because neither he nor Owen knew anything medical.
Kyle, as a rescue worker, knew more. Even he looked clueless as they stood by Delaney and Stevie inside that one-room terminal.
When did you first start noticing symptoms?
Is there a family history?
Gabe listened and shook his head in disgust. Was Owen expecting an answer from Delaney or Stevie?
Both of them looked as if they had witnessed some traumatic event that left them catatonic. Eyes wide, not only bloodshot, but with bloody tears. Arms and hands brought tight into their body. Head twitching slightly.
And Kyle kept wiping them down as if a wet paper towel would do the trick.
“This has to stop,” Gabe said. “Is there anything we can do?”
“I don’t know,” Kyle tossed up his hands. “I’d say fuel up and let’s get them to Colorado where there are doctors …”
“But?” Gabe asked.
“I think the plane ride threw them over the edge. Obviously this is something that is causing seizures, something neurological.”
“Like a virus?” Gabe questioned.
“Could be. Could be they were exposed to something.”
Owen asked, “Wouldn't you be exposed? You were with them.”
“Not the whole time,” Kyle replied. “It was weeks before they showed up.”
Gabe tossed out his hands. “We can’t stay here. We have to get them help or … or …”
Owen stepped forward. “Leave them?”
“No.” Gabe snapped. “I don’t know. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
“And it did,” Owen argued. “So we stay and figure it out.”
After stuttering a few times with a false start to her sentence, Delaney spoke. Her words sputtered as if she were shivering. “Die … let … me die. Want … to die.”
“Not gonna happen,” Owen said. “We’re not going to leave you here to die.”
“Die ... please.”
“No,” Owen said sharply.
“Owen,” Gabe said. “If that’s what she wants …”
“Stop it.”
“I’m not saying this to be cold,” Gabe said, “But look at them. If that were you, would you want to keep going?”
“What do you suggest we do?” Owen asked. “Pack up and just leave them here? Better yet. Why don’t we put them back on the plane and just finish them off.”
Kyle snapped his finger. “What if Owen and I stay behind? You and Lucas fly back to Colorado and get one of the doctors.”
Gabe nodded. “That could work.”
“G … Gabe,” Delaney called him. “Gabe.”
Gabe turned around and walked over to Delaney, crouching down.
She tried desperately to reach for him, he saw that, and placed his hand on her arm.
“What is it?” he asked.
“You’re strong. Let … me die. I … want to be … with my family.”
Softly, Gabe spoke. “I can’t do that. We have to try to get you help.”
“F … fly us … there.”
“Del.” Gabe squeezed her arm. “If a few moments in the air did this to you. A two hour flight will kill you.”
“So ... be it,” Delaney said. “Leave it to … fate.”
Gabe stared at her for a moment then slowly stood. “I’m going to fuel the plane. Get them ready.”
Laughing in near disbelief, Owen stepped to him. “You can’t possibly be thinking about this.”
“It’s what she wants.”
“She’s not beyond help, brother,” Owen argued. “Come on. Fuel the plane and get some help.”
“You heard her.” Gabe pointed backwards.
“Oh, yeah, I heard her. Leave it to fate.”
Lucas raised his hand as he sheepishly stepped forward. “Can I say something?”
“No,” Owen snapped.
“Yes,” Gabe said.
“She’s not out of her mind,” Lucas said. “But her body is doing something. She knows what she wants. I … I don’t want her to die. But it’s her choice.”
“Okay.” Owen lifted his hand. “I get that. But I don’t want her to suffer. Putting her on that plane will do just that. It’s bad enough they are like this, but do we want to make it worse for them?”
“What if it won’t?” Lucas said. “What if the worst is over and getting them to Colorado fast for help is the only way. None of us knows because none of us really know what’s going on.”
“It’s a gamble,” Owen said. “Either way. Gamble to live or die, to suffer or not. It’s cruel to put them in the plane, take off and see what happens.”
“What if we got them good and drugged up?” Lucas asked. “I know that sounds pretty dumb, but what if we sedated them?”
“Oh my God,” Kyle said in a soft voice. “That actually could work if we had the stuff. Maybe go into town, find a pharmacy. Find an anti-seizure medication, or even Valium.”
“I have valium,” said Lucas.
Everyone looked at him.
Kyle asked. “You have valium?”
“Yeah, Valium, Xanax, Klonopin?” Lucas said nonchalantly. “Everything my mother had in her medicine drawer.”
“Valium is used for seizures,” Kyle stated. “I don’t know if this is seizures, but if we sedate them enough with the valium, fly at a lower altitude, we could get them to Colorado. I mean, there’s a chance it may not work. But it could be worth a try.”
“Again,” Owen said. “That’s risking their lives.”
“And again,” Lucas spoke up. “You don’t have to listen to me. But isn’t it their choice? It seems to me it’s their bodies, not their minds. It’s their choice to make. Not ours.”
Gabe saw the look on his brother’s face after hearing the words from Lucas. And Gabe knew his brother really heard the young man, when he walked over to Delaney and Stevie to ask them himself what they truly wanted to do.




SIXTEEN – DIRE HOPE

Colorado Springs, CO
 
Colonel Macintosh had been running most of the day, meeting after meeting to expedite the moving process.
Major Will Lewis was absent most of the meetings because he was the footwork man and even meeting with him to exchange information had to be done on the move.
Like they did heading back to the command room.
“What do we have?” Macintosh asked, as they walked.
“Six pilots.”
“Is that including Gabe and the captain from 3430?”
“No.”
“So, that’s eight. How many have flown a passenger jet?” the colonel asked.
“Including the 3430 captain and Gabe, three.”
Colonel Macintosh winced. “Can we train them?”
“Personally I think we should go with three planes, two pilots each plane.”
“We have forty-five hundred people to move. We’re talking eight trips.”
“Not everyone wants to fly,” Lewis said. “We have fourteen evacuation buses. If we can come up with a route, we can get five hundred people that way.”
“What about fuel?” Macintosh asked.
“A tanker leads the way.”
“It’s good thinking.”
“Yeah, well, I can’t take credit sir, the firefighter asked me about an evacuation bus for those with Meth sickness.”
“Meth sickness?” the colonel asked. “We’re calling it that now?”
“For short.”
“This is impossible. Do we have a time frame yet?” the Colonel asked.
“Foster and his assistant are looking at models and simulations, projections and so forth.”
“So that’s a no. We don’t have a time frame to move all these people to Norfolk.”
“Sort of Norfolk,” Lewis said.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?"
“The storm surge flooded most of the east. I mean the water receded, but the naval base is still under water, meaning the USS Gerald Ford looks like it’s a mile out to sea.”
“Christ,” the colonel grumbled.
“But we have been in contact with them. They’ll send boats. But that will take a good forty-eight hours to move them from shore to ship. They do have another ship ready in case we have more people.”
“I highly doubt we’ll get more people, the only way that will happen is if we get the word out, which right now is impossible.” He stepped into the command room. After those in the room stood at attention and Macintosh nodded an ‘at ease’, a specialist made his way to him.
“Sir, good news, we made a breakthrough. Tapped into the emergency alert system.”
Lewis did a double take. “Wait. Wait. We’re NORAD and we didn’t have access?”
The colonel shrugged. “We actually saw no reason to try to tap in before this crisis. But this is good news. Son, start a message, we need to get people above fifty degrees north.”
“What do you want it to say?” the specialist asked. “We can use the automatic text to speech.”
“Good. Good. For now, something general with more information forthcoming. Then we’ll get Foster to come up with something that is more specific,” the colonel said. “Hopefully, he’ll have that information soon.”
◆◆◆
 
Gene held his hand up to the vent of the window AC in his office to feel if it was blowing cold air. His forehead was drenched with sweat.
“It’s working,” Wiley said.
“I know. It feels cool coming out, but it’s still hot in here.”
“It’s hot outside. Over a hundred and only going to get worse.”
Gene grumbled.
“What did the colonel want?” Wiley asked.
“They tapped into the emergency alert system. They need info to pass on to people for them to be able to survive.”
“Well, anyone that survived the methane in Russia will be fine. Most of that country will be okay.”
Gene looked at his assistant. He stared at the two computers in front of him, slumped in a chair. “What do we got?”
“It’s not good.”
“Are the models in?”
“They are.”
Gene walked to him and looked over his shoulder.
“This is now.” Wiley pointed to the image of the globe; a huge red swatch covered the United States. He clicked a key. “One week.” Another click. “Two.” The color deepened to nearly a blackish red.
“Jesus.”
“At this rate, next week's lows won't drop to the nineties. We’re talking temps in the one hundred to one-ten range. We cannot live in that.”
“We’d adapt, right?” Gene asked.
“Can you?” Wiley replied. “It’s eighty three in here now and you’re having a hard time. Ten minutes in weather at one-twenty, people die.”
“So looking at this in two weeks, half the globe is going to boil.”
“Not boil, but yeah, uninhabitable. At least for a year as we discussed,” Wiley said. “The positive side …”
“There’s a positive?’
“Most people are already dead.”
“Asshole.” Gene gave him a friendly nudge.
“With the Alert system working, anyone that picks it up will know to go north.”
“Meanwhile, that rapid of a change will cause everything to melt,” Gene said.
“Rapidly, too,” Wiley added. “That much cold water dumping into the overheated oceans will cause a storm surge that will make the last one look like a rainy Spring day.”
“It’s in theory.”
Wiley chuckled. “We can say that. We know better. It’s not going to happen all at once, but it won’t be pretty six months from now.”
“Christ, I feel like I’m in a bad Dean Cain disaster film.”
“Who?”
“Never mind.” After signing out, Gene reached into his pocket for the washcloth he carried and wiped his brow. “This cannot be done.”
“What?”
“Moving everyone in enough time. We just don’t have the manpower and means to do it.”
“Then maybe we shouldn’t be doing it. Make it every man for himself,” Wiley said.
“Oh, yeah, that’s a great attitude.”
“That may be the only way to do it.”
Wiley had a point, but the last Gene checked there weren’t that many vehicles out there near the mountain. They had to figure out something. It took weeks to get that many people to the mountain, and now they only had days to move them out.
Or did they?
◆◆◆
 
He thought they were under a missile attack. Gary heard the alarms blare while he was in the medical bay and hadn’t a clue what they meant.
They were in NORAD, so it could have been an attack alarm. Then his mind went to a fire somewhere and Gary kicked into gear.
That was until Crystal told him, “Your friends’ plane is landing. There is a medical emergency, wanna help?”
“Yeah, absolutely,” Gary replied.
“Can you drive an ambulance?”
“I actually can.”
“This way.”
Crystal moved quickly, informing the other doctor they’d radio in as soon as they knew anything.
She led Gary out of the bay, down the hall and to the stairwell.
“What’s the situation? Do we know?” Gary asked.
“Not really. Radar picked them up. They were flying pretty low.”
“So it could be the altitude problem?” Gary asked.
“Yes. It could be. All we know is they said they were landing and had two people who needed immediate medical attention.”
“Two?” Gary quizzed, then instantly grew worried. He knew of the brothers, the young man they picked up and Kyle.
Obviously it wasn’t Gabe who was sick. Which two was it?
The airstrip was three miles from the compound and within radio contact. Once in the army ambulance, Gary drove like a bat out of hell to get there while Crystal tried to get a hold of them.
“Colorado Springs to inbound Flight Nine, do you copy, over?”
She had said that about six times before Gary heard the voice he recognized.
“This is Flight Nine,” Gabe said. “We read you.”
Crystal exhaled. “We are in route with an ambulance.”
“We need a doctor."
“I’m a doctor,” she said.
Gary took the radio. “Gabe. Gabe, come in.’
“Gary?”
“Yeah, man, what’s going on?” Gary asked.
“It’s Delaney and her brother,” Gabe said.
“You found them?”
“Yeah, and they were fine until we left. The moment we hit cruising altitude they started to have these seizures. Delaney had broken her leg, I thought maybe that had something to do with it, but her brother was fine until he started seizing as well. It’s bad Gary, really bad.”
“There’s a lot going on Gabe,” Gary said. “We’ll explain when we get there. How are they now?”
“Stable. Sleeping. Sedated.”
“We’ll see you in about three minutes. Just hold on.”
“Thank you,” Gabe said.
Gary set down the radio, driving at a good speed until he felt it. First under his foot, then in his ear. The rumbling, the pressure in his head.
He slammed the brakes.
“What?” Crystal asked. “What’s going on?”
With a shift of the gear, Gary tossed the ambulance in reverse and hit the gas.
He couldn’t see out the back so using the side view mirrors he maneuvered his way backwards.
“What? What is it?”
They had just made it far enough back when the ground erupted with a blazing fire that shot straight to the sky.
Gary kept backing up as the debris rained down on the ambulance.
“Oh my God,” Crystal stared eyes wide at the fire geyser. “What now?”
“There’ll be another,” Gary replied.
The radio hissed and Gabe called out. “Gary, tell me you’re okay. We just saw fire shoot straight up.”
Gary lifted the radio. “We’re fine. We just … we need to find another route. Hang tight,” Gary said. “We’re on our way.”




SEVENTEEN – FOUNTAIN OF NOT

When Owen saw it, the first thing that came to his mind was, ‘It figures,’ nothing seemed to surprise him. He had heard about the fire eruptions from Uncle Gene, but didn’t think twice about them until he saw it happen.
It was in the distance.
The first one shot up, then less than five minutes later there was a second, then a third.
From where they landed they looked like they all lined up in a row, some bigger than the others. But that probably wasn’t the case.
“Is anywhere safe?” Owen asked, staring at the two remaining fire geysers as he stood outside the hanger
“Probably not,” Gabe replied. “Come on, where are they? They should have been here.”
“If that’s in their path …” Owen pointed. “It may take a while.” He turned when he heard the soft groan. It sounded like Delaney. “Is she okay?” he asked Kyle, who was tending to her inside.
“Starting to come out of it,” Kyle replied. “She’s stable. Stevie is stable. Whatever hit them was controlled by the sedative. But we need to get out of this heat. I’m wiping them down but we are almost out of water.”
“This heat is bad.” Owen walked back into the hanger. “I can barely breathe.”
“Yep. It’s over a hundred and not safe to be in it,” Kyle replied. “We’re shaded in here. But it’s not enough. At least not for much longer.” He looked down at his watch. “It’s been a half-hour. When was the last contact?”
Gabe replied. “Twenty minutes ago, and I …” the sound of a vehicle caught his attention and like Owen, he stepped back out onto the tarmac.
Owen breathed out in relief when he saw the Humvee ambulance. The large, tan vehicle with a red cross on it sped their way. Lifting his arm, Owen waved.
The ambulance turned sideways at the open hanger and stopped.
Immediately, Gary and a woman rushed out.
“Owen.” Gary ran to him. “So glad you’re alright. This is Crystal, she’s a doctor.”
“Where are they?” Crystal asked.
Owen pointed. “We need to get them out of the heat.”
“Absolutely.” Crystal stated. “Why don’t you help Gary get the gurney and we’ll get them on board.”
Owen nodded. Just as badly as they needed to get Delaney and Stevie to the compound, he wanted to get there as well. Uncle Gene had said there was a lot going on and Owen wanted to know what that was.
◆◆◆
 
“Wait.” Gabe lifted his hand. “Let me get this straight. This area here … will no longer be livable … by when?”
Gene answered, “Weeks at most. I don’t think it will be that long.”
Gabe released a single chuckle and his voice cracked as he did so.
He, Owen, and Lucas sat with Gene in the control room along with the colonel.
“What did you see out there?” the colonel asked. “Anything encouraging?”
“There’s still a world out there,” Gabe said. “I mean, come on. I get it. Out west heat. But east and northeast will be just as hot.”
“Why,” Owen added. “Am I closing my eyes and seeing earth turning into Mars.”
Gene explained. “If the heat index continued then yes, it would be Mars. We’re hoping with all the water and flooding, things will reset.”
Lucas raised his hand.
Gabe saw the colonel look at the teenager and tried to stop the interaction. “So the oceans won’t dry up.”
“I’m confident that won’t happen,” Gene replied.
More enthusiastically Lucas lifted his hand.
“Yes, son,” the colonel called on him.
“Maybe it’s because I’m young and you guys have been working on this,” Lucas said. “But I don’t understand how the aliens are causing all this to happen. The methane I get, but eruptions? Heatwave? Are they gonna suck up the oceans?”
The colonel blinked a few times slowly. “Um, sorry, the aliens?”
Gene quickly snapped a look at Gabe. “Did you boys tell this kid that shit?”
Lucas answered. “Oh, no they didn’t know. I told them it was aliens.”
“It’s not aliens,” Gene told him.
“Are you sure?” Lucas asked. “Because I think it is.”
“It’s not,” Gene repeated.
“Have you checked?”
The colonel cleared his throat and spoke calmly. “Yes, we have. A bunch of times. We watch the sky, and there has been no alien activity.”
“Ah, okay, now it makes sense.” Lucas tossed out his hands. “It’s an extinction level event. Of course, it’s not gonna stop at one thing. Got it. Good.” He glanced at Gabe. “Sorry, I gave you wrong info dude.”
“Not a problem.”
“So what now?” Owen asked. “What do we do?”
“Well,” the colonel explained. “We move everyone north.”
Owen laughed. “You’re joking right?” The smile dropped from his face. “You’re not joking. Colonel, it took six weeks for everyone to get here. That’s four thousand people. How do we move four thousand people?”
“Several flights by each pilot, a caravan of buses,” the colonel answered. “We move them east to meet up with the USS Gerald Ford and we go north toward Greenland.”
“That’s an unrealistic game plan,” Owen said.
“We make it realistic,” replied the colonel.
“Then what? How do we survive up there?” Owen asked.
“The same way we were going to survive down here,” the colonel answered. “We build, we plant. We do what needs to be done. We have experts, son.”
“But,” Gene added, “We don’t have the experts that can help these people that were infected by slow methane poisoning.”
“They can’t fly,” Gabe said. “If that’s what it is with Delaney and Stevie, they can’t fly unless you sedate them. Even then it’s a crap shoot. However, I’m not a medical expert.”
“I came up with something,” Gene said.
The colonel held out his hands. “I’m all ears.”
“This place here,” Gene said. “Was designed to withstand a full scale nuclear war. Designed for people to survive apocalyptic events. Well, we have one here. How does that happen?”
“It has to be sealed,” the colonel replied.
Gene nodded. “I understand that. How long can it be sealed for survival? Air, water …”
“There’s a natural spring system that provides the water,” Colonel explained. “Two to five years.”
“I need a year,” Gene said. “Eighteen months.”
The colonel nodded. “That can be done. Once it’s sealed, no one gets in. You can get out, but you have to override the system. You’d need maintenance people here to make sure it runs smoothly.”
“Well, they’re here now, right?” Gene asked.
“They are. But we have a problem. It is not designed nor stocked for forty-five hundred people to survive here for eighteen months.”
“How many then?” Gene asked.
“Comfortably?” the colonel shrugged. “Fifteen hundred. We could do two thousand if we ration and push.”
“Fifteen hundred people eliminates eight flights,” Gene said. “We divide up. We leave behind the sick, along with a medical staff, maintenance, and leadership, because someone must run things. We pick those we can leave behind to keep this place going.”
“Okay,” the colonel said. “That covers about a hundred and fifty, what about the rest?”
“Simple,” Gene said. “We do a lottery.”
“Do people know?” Gabe asked. “I mean, we’ve only been gone a couple days. Do they know they have to relocate?”
“All of this just really came to light, very recently,” Gene said. “Like yesterday.”
“And you’re making these big plans now? That fast?” Gabe said.
“I don’t think you understand the gravity of the situation,” Gene told him. “This is the same as the methane eruptions. What is coming will hit hard, it will hit just as fast and it will be just as deadly. The only difference is, those who die, die slowly and painfully.”
Owen interjected. “There will be those who don’t believe it.”
Gene lifted his hands. “Nothing I can do to convince them. It’s science. If they don’t buy it, they’ll find out soon enough.”
Colonel Macintosh nodded. “Agreed. It’s time to inform everyone.”
◆◆◆
 
Stevie peered through the observation window of the medical bay as if he were watching a police lineup. Only the potential criminal was an illness, and it looked as if his sister was battling it.
He felt better, hydrated, stronger. His ears weren’t buzzing and his head didn’t hurt. Stevie hadn’t a clue what caused it and why he bounced back so quickly and his sister did not.
She lay in the bed, an IV attached to her arm and a tube of oxygen running to her nose.
Stevie saw the reflection in the glass of the doctor approaching before she even said his name.
“How are you feeling?” she asked.
“Better. Fine. What was wrong with me?”
“Methane poisoning. Long exposure to small amounts of methane,” Crystal replied.
“So, somewhere we were exposed?”
“It had to be somewhere you were for at least two weeks,” she said.
“Then it wasn’t where we came from. Yeah, we were there for weeks but Kyle did readings every single day,” Stevie said. “It had to have been outside of Ohio. Not that it matters, does it?”
Crystal shook her head.
“Then why, if I have been with my sister, am I okay and she is not?”
“It could be a bunch of factors, your overall health before exposure, but I think the mind has a lot to do with it.”
“What do you mean?” Stevie asked.
“Maybe it’s just my thinking, I don’t know, but I’m not so sure your sister wants to live,” Crystal said. “She’s not fighting. Here’s the deal, she isn’t going to die at this point, unless she keeps getting exposed or ... goes into the heat. Neither is happening right now. But if she doesn’t try to get stronger, that’s the way she’ll be until she does pass.”
Stevie looked back through the window. Had the doctor not said anything, he would have thought his sister was on her dying breath.
He also knew his sister. Delaney did want to die and had said as much. Her loss was greater than his. She lost her husband and children. It made sense she didn’t want to live. Stevie, however, didn’t want her to die, and he was going to try his hardest to make sure that didn’t happen.
◆◆◆
 
“Why did you give me the sedative?” Delaney asked weakly.
“If we didn’t give you the sedative you couldn’t fly back here,” Stevie replied.
“Then you should have left me.”
“Sorry,” he snapped, “I didn’t make the decision to leave you … my sister.”
“I asked to die.”
“Too bad.” Stevie turned around when he heard a clearing of a throat.
Gary entered the room, Stevie didn’t know him other than when he arrived with the doctor.
“I’m Gary,” he said. “I don’t think we were properly introduced.” He held out his hand. “I was on Flight 3430 with your sister.”
“Ah, yes, the firefighter,” Stevie shook his hand. “Nice to meet you.”
“So …” Gary walked closer to the bed. “Delaney. What is going on with you?”
Stevie answered. “She doesn’t want to get better. She’s mad because we sedated her to get here. We both had to be sedated.”
“Which was really good thinking on whoever’s part that was,” Gary said.
“She’s pissed I didn’t leave her behind.”
“What’s going on Delaney? You tell me.”
“What do you think, Gary?” she replied sadly. “It started with finding my sister dead. Then I made it all the way home to find my children and my husband dead. I have lost everything.”
Gary shifted his eyes to Stevie. “Did you really lose everything?”
Delaney glanced at Stevie. “I’m sorry. You know what I mean.”
“No, I don’t. I’m alive. We have each other,” Stevie said. “I know I am not your husband or your kids, but I am family.”
Gary added. “I can point to at least a hundred people out there that wished they had a family member. And you just wanted to be left behind. I’m sensing a pattern here, Delaney.”
“What do you mean?” she asked.
“Well, if I’m remembering correctly, you left without saying anything to find your sister in Las Vegas, and we came for you. You left to find your brother and family. Now, you’re wanting to stay behind. Just seems to me you have this thing about going off on your own.”
“Maybe you all need to stop chasing me.”
“You’re worth chasing.”
Delaney scoffed. “You don’t know me.”
“Nope. You’re right.” Gary shrugged. “We only bonded over the end of the world.”
“I know you,” Stevie said. “And I think you’re worth chasing, But you’re damn stupid for doing this shit, Del. You lived. There’s a reason for it. Quit looking for reasons to stop living.”
“And I don’t believe you want that,” Gary said. “You found your brother. I remember the look on your face when you realized he was still alive. Remember that? If you don’t, I do. That was not a look of someone that wanted to die. It was someone that was given a reason to live.”
“Then you tell me,” Delaney said. “I lived through the event, right? Now I have this thing wrong with me. I’m supposed to live with that?”
“That’s up to you,” Gary said. “I’m not going to lie. You’ll control it, but the tremors, headaches, seizures, they’ll never go away without some treatment. You won’t get worse if you aren’t exposed.”
“But I won’t get better,” stated Delaney.
“You’ll control it,” Gary repeated.
“It’s the end of the world. How?” Delaney asked. “How long? How long will medication last?”
“They’ll come up with something,” Gary replied.
“What if they don’t?”
“Why does that matter?” Gary questioned. “I mean, aren’t I standing here convincing you to live?”
Delaney closed her eyes.
Gary pulled up a chair and sat down next to her. “Look, I can’t make you choose something you don’t want. I can understand why you don’t want to keep living, but I can’t understand why you want to choose not to. You already know you want to live, you just feel guilty about it. That’s my take. Just remember, when choosing to live or die, yeah, you chose to die because you don’t want to live, but …” Gary placed his hand on hers. “Sometimes we make the choice to live not for ourselves, but for others.”
◆◆◆
 
“Uncle Gene is gonna be pissed,” Gabe found himself saying those words.
How many times in his life and Owen’s did they mutter those five words?
Too many to count.
Gene was their uncle, even though not by blood. Gabe supposed some biological uncles weren’t as present as Gene was for the brothers.
Gabe and Owen didn’t know a time in their lives where Gene wasn’t around. He also didn’t know a time in his life when they weren’t doing things just to ‘mess’ with him.
“Don’t take that selfie of your butt,” Owen said. “Uncle Gene will be pissed.”
And Owen wasn’t innocent, he played pranks, took his cigarettes, and they’d laugh about it.
Only this time it was different.
“You think he got everything out?” Owen asked.
Gabe shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“He did,’ said Lucas, who sat with the brothers. “I saw him after the first one. He and the skinny dude made a run for it.”
The brothers and Lucas, like a lot of others, sat on the ground of the helicopter pad that was on a manmade cliff on the side of the mountain.
While they couldn’t see the campsite below, they could see for miles.
And they were mesmerized.
Arms around his bent up knees, Gabe sat between Owen and Lucas, staring out. “It’s catastrophic and beautiful at the same time.”
“I know,” Owen said. “I feel guilty admiring the beauty of it.”
“Nature has a way,” Lucas added. “This is its way.”
It actually started in the camp not far from Gene’s little modular office-slash-home. A fire geyser erupted, the only one that happened in the camp, but the flames spread destroying everything and forcing everyone inside the bunker. At least into the tunnel entrance.
That was one.
Across the miles of their scope of vision, buildings and cities darkened by lack of power, and fire geysers lit up the horizon. They popped up frequently, creating a light show as sporadic columns of fire shot to the sky.
Gabe tilted his beer bottle to Owen. “Here’s to the end of the world, Bro.”
“Here’s to the end of the world.” Owen clinked his bottle against Gabe’s.
As Gabe brought his bottle to his lips he heard the slurping sound as a straw finished the last of the contents. He turned his head to the right.
“What?” Lucas asked, holding a juice box. “You guys were making a toast. I can’t drink.”
“Eh.” Gabe waved out his hand. “It’s the end of the world. You wanna beer?”
“Uh, sure.”
Gabe reached forward to the mini cooler.
“Don’t you dare,” said Gene from behind. “He’s too young.”
Gabe laughed. “I think the legal drinking age can be changed.’
“No, it cannot.” Gene sat on the ground next to Owen. “There are medical as well as maturity reasons a sixteen year old shouldn’t drink. Give him another juice box. But I’ll have his beer.”
Owen laughed. “Everyone drank at sixteen.”
“I didn’t,” Gabe replied, handing Gene a beer. “Might be the only time in my life I didn’t. I waited until I was legal.”
“Yeah,” Owen said. “You did. That’s right. Then you never stopped.”
“I never stopped.” Gabe took a drink of his beer. “I have a feeling a lot of people are gonna be consuming copious amounts of alcohol after today.”
Gene nodded. “I agree. I mean those guys took the truck and pretty much grabbed all the booze from Colorado Springs. It was a shock to hear. But tomorrow is a new day and we start preparing.”
“Look at it out there,” Gabe said. “It’s like the Fourth of July with lethal fire. Are we going to be able to cross the country?”
“We’ll try,” Gene replied. “You’ll try. You’re one of the pilots.”
“Well, yeah, I’m flying. What about the caravans?” Gabe asked.
“They’ll make it,” Gene replied. “I have faith.”
“I don’t know if I wanna go to the North Pole,” Gabe said. “I really don’t know.”
Lucas interjected. “I don’t know either, but I’ll go wherever that lottery says I go. The colonel said they’re picking who goes on the planes and those who aren’t picked stay behind. I guess so they can start flying them out right away.”
Owen nodded. “Yep, and that’s a good attitude. You have a good attitude Lucas.”
“Thanks,” Lucas said. “But to be honest, I’d rather be where you guys are. Do you have any say?”
Owen shrugged. “I don’t know. Hey, Uncle Gene? Any idea what the general consensus is? Do people wanna stay or go?”
Gene shook his head. “I don’t know. They’re all still in shock. Absorbing it. I don’t think anyone, including me, knows which is the lesser of the two evils. So like you and most of the people up here, they’re getting drunk. Tomorrow is the lottery, it will be a sobering experience.”
“This whole thing is sobering.” Gabe said. “I’ve been thinking a lot since you told us. At first, you know, the methane eruptions hit and when they were over, I thought it was over. Now that I know it’s not, a part of me wants to be where I can watch it all.”
“I’m pretty sure no matter where we are,” Gene said. “We’ll watch it all.”
“Nah,” Gabe disagreed. “Not like this.” He pointed. A slight rumble, then the distant sound of an explosion exposed the eruption of another fire funnel. “And another.”
“Twenty-seven,” Owen said. “That’s twenty-seven. No wonder it’s literally going to be hell on earth.”
“The end of the world.” Gabe held his beer bottle to Owen’s again.
“Dudes,” Lucas said. “Why do you guys keep calling it the end of the world?”
Owen pointed. “Look at it.”
“It’s a phase,” Lucas stated. “How many ice ages, how many heatwaves, hell ... the continents busted up and we’re still here. I don’t see Earth exploding. It’s not the Death Star. It’s a phase. A cleansing.,”
Gene added. “A reset.”
Lucas nodded. “Yep. We’re alive. We’ll stay alive. It’s not the end of the world, dudes, it’s …”
Gabe stopped him, holding up his hand. “Stop. Don’t say it’s not the end of the world, it’s only the beginning.”
“Yeah.” Owen shook his head with a wincing expression. “Don’t be cliché.”
“I wasn’t,” Lucas defended. “I was going to say it’s not the end of the world. It’s only ...” He produced a sneaky smile. “The beginning of a new one for us.”
Gabe grunted, nudging into Lucas with a laugh. “Suck on your juice box and watch the fireworks,” he said. “Literally.”




EIGHTEEN – THE FLIGHTS

Colorado Springs, CO
 
The empty world seemed even emptier as Gary stood in the scorched camp, peering up, watching the last of the first flights soar east across the sky.
It was sweltering heat and Gary couldn’t stay outside for much longer. He could feel the heat burning every inch of his exposed skin, breathing was difficult and he knew rapid dehydration would occur.
But he had to watch.
Watch everyone leave. It was happening.
The rush to evacuate had begun when night temperatures didn’t dip below a hundred.
The caravan of buses led by the tanker had left at dawn.
Six planes took to the sky, they had originally planned that only four planes would make the flights, but necessity dictated taking the chance. There was a ‘no pun intended’ crash course for the pilots who had never manned commercial jets.
The lottery picked who would go east.
At first the colonel asked everyone to choose who wanted to go and who wanted to stay. It surprised Gary that nearly two thirds of the survivors wanted to stay.
Those who chose to go east were excluded from the lottery and already given their spot while the remaining were plucked from those who just wanted to stay put.
In the end, seventy-nine people were not happy having to leave and decided to take their chances outside the mountain compound.
It didn’t matter and they didn’t understand that without going north or into the shelter of the mountain they didn’t stand a chance at survival.
There was nothing Gary could do either. Even if the seventy-nine came back after all the planes had left, they wouldn’t get in.
The compound had to be prepped for the conditions outside and once the doors sealed, that was it. With the technicians working around the clock on a way to keep everything cool and climate controlled, they still needed five more days.
That was pushing it.
The doors would seal two days after everyone arrived east.
After watching the plane disappear from sight, Gary returned to the tunnel entrance. Inside the tunnel it was cooler, not much, but enough that he wouldn’t pass out.
The stairwell doors unlocked once an hour and the elevators only went three stories from the surface. It was the only way to maintain a decent temperature.
He had another forty minutes until he could go back down.
There was a maintenance man waiting as well. He offered Gary some water, but Gary had his own.
No one else was around. They were all below.
He sat on the cool floor, usually he could hear fans running, but the cooling system in the tunnel and loading area was off.
It was quiet. Too quiet.
But then, that was the way of the world now.
◆◆◆
 
USS Gerald Ford, Norfolk, VA
 
It was not what Gene had expected. He had seen satellite images, and yet it took standing on North Battlefield Boulevard where it crossed over the Hampton Roads Beltway, the ocean rolling in and beating against the Super Walmart, to make it reality.
The parking lot of the Walmart was almost like the new beach, the motorboats from the USS Gerald Ford pulling up there like they would have on the beach.
Gene was one of the first to board.
It was bittersweet.
Because of their work moving survivors, Gabe and Owen were given the choice on where they wanted to be.
They opted to stay behind.
It broke Gene’s heart. He hated leaving them and had even decided not to go north himself, but after a lot of thought, he had to go.
The colonel was staying behind.
The entire move north was Gene’s idea.
He had to be the one to get things going there. He was the geologist, one of the few remaining scientists on Earth.
Gabe and Owen waited with him for the boats to arrive and then they said their goodbyes.
“I’ll try to think of this as the time I was in Egypt for that year,” Gene told them. “Only we talked. We probably won’t talk now.”
Gabe inhaled deeply. “We’ll talk. At least until you get too far north. But we will see each other again. We’re all going to survive this, you know.”
“And when I know the temperatures have stabilized,” Gene said. “I’ll be there. Heck, those doors will automatically open in two years. I may be standing there.”
Owen added. “Unless we unlock them early. Who knows, maybe they’ll normalize over the winter.”
“Yeah, who knows?”
Gene didn’t believe that. He knew it would be at least eighteen months, maybe longer. If that was the case, the doors would remain closed.
The brothers stayed with him until Gene boarded the small rescue boat. Gene sat in the back by the motor watching through the wake of the water until he no longer could see his nephews.
The captain of the ship greeted Gene, then took him up to the bridge where he could watch the rescue. He was a much older man, actually retired, but happened to be on a submarine for a maiden voyage when it all went down.
Now he was in charge again.
It would take most of the day and into the night. Constant trips from ship to shore.
The weather was hot on the East Coast, not as bad as out west, and being in the ocean air helped some.
On board the Gerald Ford, there was a weather specialist who predicted they had four days tops and then they had to move north.
There was no time to waste.
As Gene stood watching, hands on the railing, it just seemed like the boats were moving so slowly. They weren’t, it just seemed that way.
“Doctor Montgomery,” the Captain approached. “I have that number for you.”
“I’m sorry. What number?”
“People that have arrived over the last day after hearing that broadcast.”
“How many?”
“Forty-three.”
Gene gasped out. “That’s it?”
“That’s better than nothing. Maybe more will show.”
“Maybe. I know we’ve heard from our caravan. They’ll be here tomorrow.”
“That’s good news. We have a lot of room on this ship. A lot. We still haven’t organized where we’re putting everyone, but we’ll get there.”
“Well, we have time,” Gene said. “Did you ever imagine you’d be in a position where you were running to the top of the world to escape the end of the world?”
“Can’t say that I have, Doctor. Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Thank you.”
“Let me know if you need anything.”
“Will do.”
Gene returned to staring out. He wasn’t fine, not one bit. He was sad and overwhelmed. He truly believed that the methane event and subsequent storm surges were it. Maybe a few things here and there, but nothing like they’d already faced.
For years Gene was on panels that argued whether the earth was truly in the midst of a sixth mass extinction. So many scientists didn’t believe it.
They were wrong.
And even if everyone knew what would happen and when, there was no way to stop it.
All they could do was try to save as many people as they could for as long as possible.
That was why Gene stood on that ship. Saving as many people as he could was what he was trying to do.
Like the ship’s captain said, forty-three people was better than none.
Gene had to remember that.
◆◆◆
 
Owen watched as Gabe reached up, laying his hand flat on the plane’s belly.
“What’s going on?” Owen asked,
“Just feeling the temperature.”
Owen eyed the fueling hose going into the plane. “You’re not worried it will explode, are you?”
“No. Planes are designed to handle extreme temperature. For as hot as it is on the ground, that’s how cold it is up there. No, I was just checking, you know,” Gabe replied.
“So one more trip out there?”
“One more.”
“I’m really proud of you brother. You are doing great.”
“I was nervous, but with you as my co-pilot and Captain Jeff on the radio if any of us need anything, that helps a lot,” Gabe replied.
“Can I ask you something?”
Gabe nodded.
“Are we making the right decision not going north?”
Gabe produced a thinking look as he crossed his arms and grimaced a little. “I wondered that myself. But if Uncle Gene weren’t involved and he wasn’t going north, would that even be a question? Both scenarios are survivable, it’s just a matter of how we want to survive.”
“True. Do we want to go north and build or stay here and survive?”
“Dude, I’m lazy,” Gabe said. “I’d rather stay put.”
Owen laughed. “No open air though.”
“I doubt we’ll get claustrophobic.”
“We might.” Owen shrugged.
“Did you want to change your mind?” Gabe asked.
“No. I go where you go, Brother. If Colorado is where you want to be, then we stay.”
“Have we even thought about after?”
“What do you mean?” Owen asked.
“I mean, after the doors open. After the temperature drops. The earth will be scorched. We may not have a choice but to go north.”
“I think,” Owen said, “there’s no way to plan anymore, we have to take it as it comes. We don’t know what kind of world we’ll face in two years. Hell, two years ago, did you think we’d be here?”
Gabe shook his head. “No.” He paused. “Have you ever wondered what Dad would do?”
“Yeah, I have. Dad would go wherever we are.”
“Well, yeah, that’s a given. But where would he want to go?”
“Where he was needed most,” Owen said. “And that’s in Colorado.”
“You think?”
Owen nodded. “Yep. First, you have forty some people sick with meth illness, they can’t go anywhere. Also, going north on a ship ... what problems could there be? Right? But staying in a bomb shelter, because let’s face it, that’s what it is, the shelter can have problems. People going stir crazy, things breaking down. And we’re trapped there.”
“You’re right. Dad would be there.”
“Dad valued life,” Owen said. “He valued people. Unlike Mom …”
Gabe laughed. “Mom would go with Uncle Gene.”
“Because she would be convinced he knew best. But Uncle Gene doesn’t want to go north.”
“I know.” Gabe inhaled then exhaled a breath that shivered. “This is scary, bro.”
“It is. Before all this, we were certain. We’d wake up, check our phones, our email, social media. We moved through life with the knowledge that everything would be alright and things would be normal. Then one day, that all changed.”
“Now when we wake up we have no idea what the day will bring,” Gabe said. “We still don’t know if we will survive this in the long run.”
“Oh, we will.” Owen replied with certainty. “Seventy-thousand years ago, the human race was wiped to numbers lower than we have now. A super volcano. Toba.”
“Ah, you were talking to the colonel. He goes on about that.”
“I was. He reminds me a lot about dad.”
“He does.” Gabe nodded. “Using history to teach the future.”
“What’s that saying? Those who don’t learn from the past are condemned to repeat it?” Owen asked.
“Only, Extinction Level Events happen. They repeat. No matter what we do, nature pops off.”
“Yep. Five times before.” Owen nodded. “Only imagine what they went through. What they faced in the years following. They didn’t have the technology we do. They were flying blind. We’re only flying blind until those bunker doors open.”
“True. But until then …” Gabe reached for the hose. “We’re flying people “
“Ah … that was a good segue.”
“Thanks.” Gabe smiled. “I thought so too. Let’s undo this and head back. You ready?”
“Do I have a choice?” Owen joked.
He watched his brother finish the fueling process. Something they would do a couple more times and then that was it.
One more flight.
A few more days of breathing in the outdoor air.
The world was about to change more than he could even imagine.
It could be worse, it could be better. They didn’t know. But to Owen it didn’t matter, he was with his brother, and that was the most important thing he needed to survive.




NINETEEN – THE COLONEL AND CREW

Colorado Springs, CO
 
“I do solemnly swear that I will support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic,” the Colonel raised his hand.
“That I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same: that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion,” said the chaplain.
“That I will bear true faith and allegiance to the same: that I take this obligation freely, without any mental reservation or purpose of evasion.”
“I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter.”
“I will well and faithfully discharge the duties of the office on which I am about to enter.” The colonel repeated.
“So help me God.”
“So help me God.”
The chaplain saluted the colonel. “Congratulations Mr. President.”
There was no fanfare, no one else to witness other than the chaplain and his assistant, no pomp and circumstance.
Nothing.
He was alone after being sworn in, the chaplain quickly making his exit because he was going north.
It was a lot to take in. It happened so fast.
Mr. President.
The elected President of the United States was in sound mind, but weakened body. Not weakened enough that he had to relinquish the responsibilities, but he did and the next highest ranking official to take it was Colonel Macintosh.
Not that it mattered, and not that he even had a country to govern, but the office of the president was a symbolization and people needed to know there was still leadership.
Reluctantly, the colonel accepted the responsibility.
President of what? Struggling survivors scattered about? Some north, some staying in a mountain bunker out west.
When Colonel Randel Macintosh was just a teenager he watched a movie about a virus that killed most of the world. Those who did survive only did so because they were in the freezing temperatures of Antarctica.
That movie did several things for the Colonel. Several things that changed his life.
He joined the military and he learned about survival.
He always believed he’d see an apocalyptic event and ... he would be a survivor.
Both of those happened.
In his wildest imagination, he thought for sure that the apocalyptic event would be a nuclear war. Several times in his life he witnessed the world coming to the brink of that.
He knew he would be at Cheyenne Mountain, hunkered down, waiting the time frame. He just didn’t know the circumstances.
If the colonel had a choice, he would have made the decision to go north, but since he was commanding officer, and now president, he couldn’t.
“Colonel,” Major Lewis stepped in the office. “I’m sorry, I mean Mr. President.”
“How about just Randy?”
“That works.”
“What’s up?” Macintosh asked. “Don’t tell me you decided to go north?”
“Nah, and leave you behind? We’ve been doing this for decades, why stop now.”
“Why stop now? How are things?”
“Long range communications are up and running smoothly,” Lewis reported. “We’ve contacted the caravan, they are doing well. No problems on the way there.”
“Good. Good.”
“Our pilots are on their way back as we speak, they’ll rest up tomorrow, and after that make the final trip east.”
“Do we still only have three coming back?”
“Yes.”
“Understandable. I mean open air versus a bunker, yeah I’d take open air.”
“Other than the fact they may be needed up north, I will pass on frigid, subzero open air,” Lewis said. “Even if Doctor Gene is right and it warms up, I’ll take my chances in a climate controlled bunker.”
“I’m glad you are.”
“I do have some concerns,” Lewis said. “Gene said we have time before those temperatures rise and stay dangerously high, right? It’s really hot out there. I mean it’s one-ten now. Are we going to make it another four days?”
“We have meteorologists here, what are they saying?” Macintosh asked.
“They’re meteorologists. Best in the world, but still, a high rate of being incorrect.”
“What are they saying?” Macintosh repeated the question.
“They’re saying that by the time our last plane takes off it’s going to be risky for the pilots to even drive back here. They think it will hit one-twenty.’
“Then we shouldn’t take any chances. Let’s set up the auto lock down for three days. Shave a day off just to be sure. The ship should be boarded and headed out by then. Nothing else anyone can do.”
“I agree. I’ll let them know.”
Macintosh nodded. “And Major, after those doors close, we need to focus on the positive and the future.”
“Will there be?” Lewis asked. “Will there be a future to step into?”
“I will not be the last President of the United States. I won’t. So I’m going to say yes,” Macintosh said. “There will be a future outside those doors.”




TWENTY – THE NOVICE SURVIVOR AT SEA

USS Gerald Ford
 
Although he placed pictures of his family in his locker and on the wall next to his bunk, Lucas spent the first night on the ship on the deck. His room on the ship was small, he had a closet bigger than it at his house. Enough room to walk in and get on his bunk.
There were two bunks, but he hadn’t had a roommate yet.
Nothing was wrong with the room. It was exactly as he expected, a little smaller than he saw in the movies, but still no surprises.
He tried to rest, looking at the pictures of his mother and father. But eventually he opted to go outside.
There were several factors that played into that decision.
Like many others, Lucas went out there for air. It was cooler on the deck. But for him, it was the open sky, the multitudes of stars.
He couldn’t believe how many stars there were. The sky looked beautiful and he just couldn’t comprehend that the world around was fast becoming so deadly.
He thought of Gabe, Owen and the others that stayed behind in the bunker. How they wouldn’t see a sky for years. The stars would be only a memory, something they would probably never take for granted again.
Laying there, arm behind his head staring up. With the slight motion of the ship, Lucas felt like he was in space. Each of those specks of light represented a possible world with life on it. He wondered how many of those faced apocalyptic events. Most likely all. He knew Mars did. He was certain Mars was the future of earth. Some events killed off everyone and everything, then dried out the planet, making it a dusty uninhabitable wasteland. Sure if mankind wouldn’t have been brought to its knees they would have eventually discovered an ancient civilization.
Earth had its events before. Several times. In most cases wiping out over ninety percent of all living creatures, but it never ended up like Mars.
Now he was on a boat on an ocean that extended farther than it did for thousands of years. Would the heat be so much the oceans would dry? Would they even be able to survive up north? Would that get too hot? So many questions. He just kept thinking about Mars.
It was possible at one time they were so high-tech they just left for another planet. Possibly Earth.
“You look like a young man in deep thought,” Gene lowered to the deck to sit next to him. “May I?”
“Oh, for sure.” Lucas sat up. “And I was in deep thought. Just looking at the stars, thinking about planets that faced what we are facing.”
“Like Mars?” Gene asked.
“You think that too?”
“A lot of people do. Just never had time to prove it.”
“Oh my God I was thinking the same thing. Lots of people theorized,” Lucas said. “They just never found the proof. It’s a shame.” He glanced up. “All those stars. It goes on and on.”
“Thinking about space and infinity can drive a man mad. It’s been proven.”
“It’s been proven?” Lucas asked.
“Yep, it causes insanity.”
“No way.”
Gene nodded. “Oh, yeah. They actually did studies.”
“Wait. So they locked people up and told them to think about space and waited to see who went nuts.”
“No.” Gene chuckled. “Nothing like that. I’m not sure how they did the studies.”
“Are you sure they even did them?”
“I … well, yeah, I think.” Gene looked up. “It is a beautiful sight. No wonder so many people are out here.”
“They’re all displaced. All of us. I guess being out here with others just like us makes us feel less alone.”
“And that is why I came to find you.”
“Are you feeling lonely?” Lucas asked.
“No. I was worried about you and I came to apologize to you,” Gene said.
“What for?”
“You boarded this ship with me and I have been exceptionally busy all day. I haven’t checked on you, made sure you ate.”
“I didn’t.”
“Well, then we need to get you some food.” Gene started to get up.
“I’m teasing. I did. Why are you worried about me?”
“One, I like you. I really do. Two, I promised Gabe and Owen I would watch you and make sure you were alright.”
“I spent months alone, you know.”
Gene nodded with a sad expression. “I do, and I am sorry for that. I can’t imagine how terrifying that was for you. I never had my own kids. Gabe and Owen were the closest thing to it. Their father and I were like brothers. And I know had something happened to Tom when the boys were your age, he would have wanted me to make sure they were fine. I’m sure your parents would want the same.”
“If there’s a way to be neurotic and worrisome in heaven, my mom will find it.”
Gene laughed. “Gabe and Owen’s mom was the same way.”
“Did she die before the event?”
“No.” Gene replied. “Her and Tom divorced not long before. Gabe, you know, he drove her nuts because he had some issues. It didn’t matter that he was over thirty, she still worried. Tom was the worst though.”
“Gotta love parents.”
“Absolutely, and I’m sure your parents adored you.”
“Thank you. And just so you know, I think it’s really cool you want to watch out for me,” Lucas said. “And not that I don’t want you to, but I know you’re this big scientist guy and you’re really busy. I’m okay. I’m grown enough.”
“No, that’s where you’re wrong. You’re still a kid and there’s not many of you left. The world is a messed up place, Lucas. You have a long, hard road ahead of you. A longer time left on this earth than me. Let someone take care of you before you have to take care of others.”
“Like you.”
“Huh?” Gene asked, confused.
“You’ll be really old one day, dude, you’ll need me.”
“I supposed I will.”
“You going back to work now?” Lucas asked.
“Nah, I think I’ll hang out with you and watch the stars.”
“Cool.” Lucas laid back down. “We can discuss infinity and go insane together.” He glanced over to see Gene staring up. “You aren’t laying down to get the full effect.”
“If I lay down, I am not getting back up so easily. I’ll just stay like this and deal with my knees when I try to rise.”
Lucas laughed. It was a bad situation he faced in his young life, but he was glad he had someone like Gene to be there with him.




TWENTY-ONE – THE FIREFIGHTER PART TWO

It didn’t surprise anyone, especially not Wiley, that Gary decided to go out and be part of the mission to bring back the pilots as they returned from the final flights.
Especially since two of the three were on the original plane with Gary.
At least they were safe and on their way back to the mountain.
Gary had radioed not long before and he did so at a time that the radio was hopping.
Gene’s ship radioed they were seventy-percent loaded and would be ‘setting sail’ as he put it at nightfall. The temperatures on the East Coast were a few degrees over a hundred, but nothing like they were having out west. A hundred degrees would feel like a cooling spell.
Wiley was making his way topside to greet them before the doors closed.
They would be coming through the north portal entrance that was the one where all campers were set up. The tunnel was just under two miles. Two twenty-five ton blast doors to the complex were located about a third of a mile from each entrance.
The south portal blast door had been closed for at least a week.
Even though it was a third of a mile into the mountain, the radiating heat still managed to flow through.
The blast doors weren’t easy to close or open, and Wiley knew the moment he stepped up to top level just by the north blast door, that closing it was a must.
They were using far too much energy to keep it cool and still, it had to be pushing eighty.
Once the blast doors closed, it would be easy to manage the temperatures. They would be diverting a lot of power to the populated areas.
When Wiley stepped through the blast doors and into the tunnel, it was another ten degrees warmer. He watched the rescue truck pull up and the doors opened.
“Don’t touch the truck,” Gary warned those around. “It will burn through your skin. Trust me.”
Instantly, Wiley lifted his hand. “I won’t. How is it out there?”
“Hot.”
Gabe, Owen, and Jeff, the pilot from 3430, exited the truck.
“I thought the tires would melt,” Gabe said.
“Not these,” Gary nodded at the wheels. “These will withstand a lot more.”
Owen asked. “When do the doors close?”
Wiley glanced down to his watch. “Now that you're back, about two hours.”
“So to what do we owe the greeting,” Gary asked. “I mean I thought you’d be down where it’s seventy-five degrees.”
“Well, I wanted to show you. It’s notched and operational,” Wiley replied.
Gabe asked. “What is?”
The long, amazed, ‘whoa’ that came from the brothers was in unison as they peered upward to the ceiling.
If Owen didn’t know better he would have sworn there was a hole in the mountain allowing him to look right to the sky. It was blue, and the clouds moved.
It looked so realistic.
The cave level was right after the blast doors, a small area designated now as the escape room.
It was like being on a field trip to a planetarium. The five of them, Owen, Gabe, Gary, and Jeff were all standing there, looking up.
“I didn’t even know about this,” Owen said. “How long has it been here?”
“A decade,” Wiley replied. “Finished a day ago. It was the brainchild of the former CO. An escape, a way to make people feel less claustrophobic if they are ever locked in. Actually it went back even further than a decade, it was conceived like after that asteroid movie.”
“This is amazing,” Owen said.
“Yeah it is. Four hundred screens,” Wiley replied. “At night, it’s a starry sky. We can even have an overcast day or thunderous clouds. People can come up here and sit.”
Gary looked at him. “Not to be a gloomy Gus, but it’s warm up here. When the surface temps get to their max, is this even going to be possible?”
“What? Being in this area?” Wiley asked.
“Yeah.”
“It’s warm here now,” Wiley said. “Because the doors are open. Once we seal up, it’ll be fine. Trust me, as a geologist, it’ll be fine.”
“Well, I look forward to the nights,” Gary said. “Where I come here and just look at the stars.”
“In a year,” Wiley told him. “You’ll be fighting for a spot in here.”
They all laughed, but the laughter stopped when they heard the commotion outside the escape room.
Owen recognized the voice right away
It was Stevie.
“You have to give me the keys, please,” Stevie argued.
The five men stepped from the escape room.
Stevie was at the blast door talking to a soldier who guarded it.
Wiley asked. “Is everything okay?”
The soldier shook his head. “He’s trying to leave.”
“What,” Gary said shocked. “Stevie, what’s going on?”
Stevie turned around. “She’s gone. She left. I have to get her. It hasn’t been that long.”
“Who?” Wiley asked.
Owen looked at his brother, shook his head then answered Wiley. “Delaney.”
Gabe was impassioned. “No, absolutely not,” he spoke directly to Gary. “No. Are you nuts?”
Gary shook his head. “Stevie cannot go out there. He’s in no shape physically to survive long enough to find her.”
“Nobody is," Gabe said.
“I have to find her,” Gary said. “She won’t survive out there.”
“Maybe she doesn’t want to,” Owen stated. “Maybe she really just wants to die and this is her way of doing it.”
“Oh, I believe it,” Gary replied. “But I have to stop it from happening.”
“Do you hear yourself?” asked Owen. “Really? You know she wants to die and you have to stop it.”
“It’s hard to explain,” Gary said. “But I do.”
“No.” Gabe shook his head. “No you don’t. It’s insane.”
Gary chuckled some. “You went to Ohio to look for her. You …” he looked at Owen. “Went after her in Vegas.”
Jeff, the pilot, spoke up. “And people died. Remember? I took off and had to leave you guys behind because of the danger. It’s no different now. The doors will close because of the danger and if you aren’t back, it’s your life. Just like it was Tom’s.”
“She can’t be far. I won’t die. I won’t be long,” Gary said. “Stevie said it was only a half hour ago he saw her. How far could she go? I have to try. I do. If she doesn’t want to come back, then … then I’ll leave her.”
Gabe groaned out. “Oh my God, Gary, no. Okay. No. Don’t do this. Please don’t do this.” He faced Stevie. “I know this is your sister, and no one knows that sibling bond more than I do. But if my brother kept running away, I would have to look at it as maybe he doesn’t want to be caught.”
“Delaney is a great person,” Owen said. “But we can’t keep chasing her. Gary, you are such an asset to us and we all care about you. Since the second we met you, you have don’t nothing but help others. I get that. I do. But others will need your help here. Being a hero is putting yourself at risk to save someone that wants to live.”
‘See,” Stevie says, “She does. I know she does. She just needs reminding of it.”
“At what cost?” Gabe asked. “Huh? Another life? I’m sorry, I have to try to convince Gary not to go.”
Frustrated, Stevie spat out. “Someone has to. She doesn’t know. She … “ he lowered his voice. “She doesn’t know what she is doing. She knew before but this time … this crazy, I want to die stuff, that’s because she hasn’t been on her meds in three weeks.”
“So, you see, that’s why I am going. If I don’t,” Gary said. “He … will.” He nodded at Stevie. “And I stand a lot better chance of survival than he does out there.”
Wiley stepped forward. “Those doors are going to close in two hours. With or without you here. Now isn’t the time to be a hero.”
“I get that. I do,” Gary said. “And to be honest, I don’t know why I do this. Maybe it’s that every life is precious or maybe even … I deep down don’t care if I live or die. Whatever the reason, I’m going and I’ll be back. I promise. I’ll be back.” Without saying anything else, Gary walked through the blast door.
Owen and Gabe led the chase to catch him.
But it was useless. Gary got back in that special military truck. He peered at them through the windshield, lifted a hand to wave, and then backed up the truck.
He was leaving. There was no stopping him.
Gabe hoped Gary held true to this word, that he would be back.
The doors would close either way.
When Flight 3430 left them behind in Vegas, they weren’t out of options, they could still find a way to live.
This wasn’t the case now.
Once the blast doors closed, if Gary wasn’t inside, he would be trapped outside in a world where there was no way to survive.




TWENTY-TWO – THE CLOSING

For the first fifteen miles, Delaney kept looking back in the rearview mirror, she felt for sure someone would follow her. Whether it be someone she knew or about the car she had taken. It was just there, not far into the tunnel. The windows were down and the keys in the ignition.
Delaney planned on just going into one of the remaining buildings that were outside.
Go there.
Wait for the heat to be too much.
Then be with her husband and children.
Then she saw the car. A sedan that looked newer. Nearly a half a tank of gas and the air conditioning worked.
That car would get her a hundred miles.
She was searching, like a dying animal, for the perfect place to die.
Far away from anyone so some sort of ‘find Delaney and rescue her’ couldn’t happen. She watched road signs for the next town, trying to time where she would stop, with when she’d most likely run out of gas.
She didn’t consider the heat.
Even though it was cooler in the car, the car was getting hot.
Within an hour the AC started not being quite as cool and despite having over a quarter tank of gas, the car died ten miles outside of Denver.
The engine made a loud clunking sound just before smoke seeped from under the hood and the car rolled to a stop.
She couldn’t see much in the distance, the heat caused a rippling effect on the road. Grabbing her mere two bottles of water, Delaney stepped from the car.
It wasn’t her intention to die on the side of the road, but if it happened, so be it.
Because it was her intention to die.
Who was Gary kidding, certainly not himself? He thought finding Delaney would be easy. He even grabbed water and a first aid kit before getting back into the military light utility vehicle. By the time he did that, forty minutes had passed, and it was T minus One hour, Forty-Five minutes until the doors closed.
Maybe ... maybe fifteen minutes until he found her. She wouldn’t make it far on foot. He knew even in that short span of time she would be severely dehydrated.
He worried more about how much sun burn she would get in fifteen minutes.
Until he learned she took a car.
As he left, he was stopped. A soldier reminded him the blast door was closing. Then made the comment, “I don’t know where you guys think you’re driving to.”
What did he mean, Gary was alone. And then the soldier told him about the woman that got in a car and took off.
“What kind of car was it, do you remember?”
“You won’t see many on the road. It was silver. A Kia I think.”
“Which way did she go, do you know?” Gary asked.
“Sir, there’s only one road off this mountain. It’s at the bottom you’ll have to guess.”
North or south.
Gary opted for north. Only because Delaney had to know south would be worse. Then again, that could be what she wanted.
He tried North. His gut said North.
Gary decided on a point of no return in the time frame of ninety minutes. If by forty-five, he didn’t find her, he would turn around and go back.
He tried.
Then just before he reached that point, minutes actually. He saw the car and slowed down to pull alongside it.
She wasn't inside and the driver’s door was open.
He didn’t see her at all.
With a thinking breath he looked at his watch. A few more minutes, he’d give it a little more time.
He was close. He couldn’t stop now.
“Abbot?” Delaney staggered. Her feet dragged on the soil until she saw him. Her husband.
He stood on the side of the road, smoking a cigarette with a can of soda in his hand. He wore that black 80s band tee shirt that was faded and stretched out.
“Abbot,” she called out again, smiling.
Abbot returned the smile.
“Where are the kids?” she asked.
“Home.”
“But I was there, they were … they were dead.”
“No, they were sleeping.”
“Really?”
“Yeah.” He nodded. “You look tired, Del. Why don’t you take a nap?”
Suddenly, Delaney wasn’t on that road. She was home, in her house. It was cool and the beating high temperatures had disappeared.
“A nap sounds good.”
“I’ll wake you in an hour.”
“Thank you.” She walked over to the couch and just plopped down. It was a far drop, the couch was hard and abrasive when she landed. “I’ll just close my eyes.”
“I’ll see you soon.”
Delaney was tired, she could barely move and her eyes shut tight.
“Delaney,” his voice called out to her.
“I’m sleeping.”
“Delaney, wake up.”
“Please let me sleep. I’m so, so tired.”
Splash.
The cool water on her face caused her to immediately open her eyes.
It wasn’t far from the car. Not even a mile that Gary saw Delaney on the side of the road.
He actually drove by her, missing her, it wasn’t until he turned around when his time was up that he saw her.
She lay on her side, nearly buried in the brush that had turned brown. The left side of her body, the part exposed had been burned to the point that blisters began to form.
He called her name several times. She finally responded, but was out of it.
He used one of the six bottles of water, dumping it on her. She opened her eyes and that was all Gary needed.
He lifted her from the ground and she screamed in pain.
“Abbot! Help me,” she called out.
“I don’t know who Abbot is, but he’s not here.”
“Put me down.” She fought him.
Was she too far gone? Had the heat already taken a tool he couldn’t reverse?
Time was running out.
Gary knew he had to stabilize her.
With no intravenous, he had to do his best.
Once in the cool truck, he forced her to drink water. Half of which she wasted when he tried pouring it into her mouth. She fought him.
Gary took that water from her and poured the remainder over her head. He took another bottle of water and did the same. It was on that bottle, she snapped to.
He saw it in her eyes.
“Oh my God, where am I?” Delaney asked.
“You ran away again, Delaney.” He handed her some water. “Drink.”
“Gary, why did you follow me?”
“Because no one wants you to die.”
“I’m so sick.” Her words were breathy. “My body hurts.”
“Yeah, well, you’re pretty burned. Drink. We need to get back.” Gary put the truck in gear and hit the gas, speeding forward. He glanced at his watch.
Thirty minutes.
“Just leave me.”
Gary ignored her.
“Just drop me off. Leave me.”
Gary kept driving.
“Why … why would you …”
Slam.
Gary hit the brakes. Then the usually mild mannered firefighter just lost his cool. “Stop it! I am not dropping you off! I just risked everything to find you. Because you ran away again. Your brother needs you alive. This world needs you alive. I just put my entire life on the line and at this point in time I don’t give a shit what you want. Okay? You’re gonna live. If it’s the last thing I do now, you will live.” He lifted his foot from the brake and spoke under his breath. “If we make it in time.”
He glanced again at his watch.
Keeping Delaney alive, making sure she survived was probably not even an option.
He was fast running out of time.
◆◆◆
 
Gabe didn’t say what he was thinking.
It would be cruel.
In hindsight, Delaney had been trouble from the first second they met. She complained about Owen’s foot on the plane being in her space.
Granted she had medical issues, but that didn’t stop Gabe from coming to the realization that she was to blame for his father’s death.
Had she not run off.
Had they not gone looking for her, his father would have been on Flight 3430 and never would have been exposed to the deadly dose of methane.
Perhaps he was wrong for blaming her, they didn’t need to go look for her in Vegas. But it seemed since they met her, all they did was chase her.
Now Gary was out there looking for her and Gabe and Owen hadn’t left their spot by the blast door.
“Stop it,” Owen said.
“What?” Gabe asked.
“I know what you’re thinking.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yeah, I do, because I wrestled with the same thoughts. It was our choice to go after Delaney in Vegas, it was your choice to look in Cleveland and it was Gary’s choice to chase after her now.”
“At some point, don’t we say no?”
“Nope.” Owen shook his head.
“If dad were here he would have tried to stop Gary. The only reason he went after Delaney in Vegas is because we decided to chase her.”
“And Gary is chasing her now.”
Gabe looked at the blast door. “It’s almost time.”
From behind, his voice spoke up. “It is.”
Both brothers turned around.
President Macintosh walked their way.
“The door is going to close in seven minutes,” Macintosh said. “If he’s not back. It closes.”
“Why?” Gabe asked. “I mean it’s not like some bomb is going to go off. Why are we closing them?”
“Internal temperatures are rising. We need to seal it, to cool it or we stand a chance of everything not working the way it should. We close it while it works so it continues to work. If it gets overheated, we may not get it back. It’s a hundred and twenty degrees out there. And that temperature is rising by the minute.”
“He can’t survive out there,” Gabe said. “If he doesn’t make it back.”
“I get that. I do. But I have a thousand lives in here to worry about. My people say by tomorrow it won’t be livable out there.”
Gabe sighed out, turning back toward the door.
Owen looked at Macintosh. “Gary is our friend.”
“I know. But he made this decision. I have a case of water and a case of rations,” Macintosh said. “It’s not much, but let’s put it outside the blast doors in case he makes it back after the doors close. It will give him a fighting chance.” He waved out his hand and two soldiers walked by carrying boxes.
They took them to the other side of the blast wall.
“I’m trying here,” Macintosh said. “I am. I want to give him the best chance of survival. Giving him supplies can do that. Like you said, it’s not like a bomb is going off. Maybe, he’ll find a way to survive.”
“Maybe …” Owen said. “He’ll get here.”
“He has four minutes.”
Gabe walked through the blast doors and looked down the tunnel hoping to see a vehicle. He glanced down to the boxes. “Delay it,” Gabe said, then stepped back inside. “Override the system. Delay it.”
“It’s not that easy,” Macintosh said. “Again, it’s over a hundred and twenty. It’s not even noon. In two hours it will hit one forty. I cannot …”
“Please.” Gabe beckoned. “I know you can. Just … delay it.”
Macintosh stared at Gabe, then looked to Owen. He had a stern look on his face, his jaw twitched a little from clenching.
“Let me see what I can do.”
“Thank you,” Gabe said.
“I can’t promise more than an hour, but I’ll do what I can do. When my experts say ‘close it’, I close it. Okay?”
Gabe nodded.
When Macintosh walked away, Gabe reached out, gripping his brother’s arm.
They had a fighting chance for Gary, even if it was just a short time.
Gabe watched the door again.
“Come on, Gary, come on.” Gabe beckoned.
He hoped with everything he had that Gary returned. Gary left, putting his own life in danger and he didn’t deserve to be stranded.
However, if that door closed, there was nothing Gabe or Owen could do. Nothing but pray Gary found a way.
Which they knew was pretty much impossible.
Once the doors closed it was out of their control.
Life, again, was about to change.
Once the blast doors closed, it didn’t just close a chapter, it ended a book.
Everything would be different when they opened back up.
A new world.
Hopefully Gary would make it back.
The brothers … waited.
◆◆◆
 
Gary knew.
He knew before they even arrived on the mountain road they were too late. He didn’t convey that to Delaney. She’d blame herself.
That would be true.
Without a doubt had Gary turned around at his point of no return, he would have made it. He believed even after finding Delaney … they still would have made it.
But when Delaney got violently ill and Gary had to pull over, they were pushing it.
The heat index rose and it made matters worse for Delaney who was already suffering from heat stroke in conjunction with her other ailment.
Then she fought with him … Again. Wasted time, but she got back in the truck.
That was when Gary knew.
In his mind he started formulating a plan, what they would do if they got there and the bunker doors were closed.
Gary knew one thing, it was a hundred and forty degrees and they would die in minutes if either of them stepped outside of the truck.
When he pulled into the camp area, it had a look of emptiness. Even though half of it was destroyed by the fire geysers, it still held some life.
Now it was barren.
From the camp he could see there were no guards whatsoever posted at the tubular tunnel entrance to the compound.
Gary started to reason. Maybe they were just inside. At the point before they arrived at the tunnel, Gary shut off the truck’s air conditioning.
“Is it broke?” Delaney asked, holding her shaking hand to the vent.
“No. I turned it off.”
“Why?”
“I need to see something. Or rather feel.”
Before they even reached the tunnel, the truck was instantly hot, almost unbearable, but he drove through.
While the truck remained hot, it didn’t get any worse. That was a good sign.
He drove the third mile to the blast door area and shut off the truck.
“They shut the door, didn’t they?” Delaney asked.
“I don’t know. I can’t see it from here. I’ll go check.” He opened the door and stepped out. He could feel the temperature difference. It was warm, but tolerable.
As soon as he walked around the front of the truck, he could see the blast door at the end of the short tunnel. It was closed.
His heart sank even though he was expecting it.
“It’s closed. I’m sorry,” Delaney said softly.
“I told you to stay in the truck.”
“It’s too hot.”
“Well, you’ll have that.”
Delaney staggered some, then sat down on the ground with her back against the wall. “The floor is cool, so is the wall.”
“Yeah, I suppose it is.” Then Gary saw them sitting just outside the blast door. Three boxes. He walked over to them and as he drew closer, he saw a piece of paper duct taped to the top.
“What is it?” Delaney asked.
“Looks like supplies. And a note.” He lifted it.
“So they left supplies in case we didn’t make it back.”
“Looks that way. I mean short term supplies.”
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
“Not sure. Not yet.”
“Are we staying in here? It has to be safe, right?’
“I don’t know.” Gary wasn’t in the mood for talking. His eyes cast down to the note.
‘Gary, we’re sorry. We tried to keep the door open, and they kept it open longer. I hope you are safe. I hope to see you when the doors open. Find a way,’ and then it was simply signed, ‘the brothers’.
He folded the note neatly and placed it in the chest pocket of his tee shirt. He looked over his shoulder to Delaney who rested with her eyes closed against the wall.
The note said to find a way. Find a way to survive.
He was unsure of what survival would take in the baking world, or how to even go about it, but if there was a way, Gary would find it.




TWENTY-THREE – THE UNCLE AND THE BOY

Bonavista, Newfoundland Island
TWENTY MONTHS LATER
 
Gene was still smoking cigarettes, he had yet to give it up again. He supposed he would have to as he didn’t see a fresh supply of cigarettes happening any time soon. The ones he smoked were stale, but they worked.
He stood on the deck of a larger fishing boat staring at the Cape Bonavista lighthouse. It was morning, a light fog hung over the sea. The skies were gray as a light dusting of snow fell.
The snow was welcome.
It was April and usually the entire Labrador Sea was covered with ice until June. That wasn’t the case, the weather grew so warm, the ice never formed.
In fact, it never snowed once the warmer weather reached the north. Gene guessed those snowflakes were a sign that things were returning to normal.
Well … the new normal.
Gene was ready for that sea of ice, expecting it to form around the USS Gerald Ford.
It never did.
When they first arrived north, the weather seemed to change in a snap of a finger. One day it was hot, the next day so cold people were scrambling for blankets.
The trip took a few days longer because they came across a cargo ship. It was fully stocked, but there was no crew. The captain said it was probably the once yearly shipment that went to Greenland.
Greenland was their target.
For two months they stayed on board the ship, ten miles off the coast of Greenland. Search parties would go inland, trying to find survivors, and possibly a place to make a base.
In the beginning the world was white and gray, cold, and barren.
Gene remembered thinking he hoped he wasn’t watching the end of the world from the top of the world.
Then the weather changed. The snow melted, the temperatures rose, by the end of the two months, it felt like a Florida Summer.
They prepared those onboard to make land, after all, people were being trained for various jobs.
Then the distress signal was picked up.
By accident.
By Lucas.
He was training to monitor the radio and it was one of those situations where his trainer was reprimanding him.
“Son, don’t play with the controls.”
It was a good thing he did.
Lucas was praised as being brilliant. No one but Gene and those in the training room knew the truth. Everyone just believed Lucas found a way.
“If anyone is out there, anyone,” the woman’s recorded voice played. “We are in need of assistance. We have been cut off from communication with other towns. The flood waters have caused illness. We cannot get out for food. We are running low. Please, if anyone is out there, we need help.”
Gene would have worried they were all dead, had the recording not mentioned ‘months’. It came from a small fishing town on the northern tip of Newfoundland Island.
With engines rolling, the USS Gerald Ford headed that way.
They all believed this small town was clueless about what happened to the world.
It was a fluke. A town alive. That alone in itself was a miracle, until they arrived and learned the entire island was spared from the methane event.
There was life.
An abundance of it.
Those aboard the ship were just a small fraction of those who not only survived but were thriving on the island.
The ship arrived and was hailed as a blessing, when the people of the fishing town were the ones that were the blessing.
“Ahoy, mate,” Lucas not only spoke in a pirate style voice, he held a lobster in front of Gene, making it dance. “Call me Mr. Crabb.”
“First of all, Mr. Crabb was a crab. Not a lobster, that’s a lobster and it’s still alive and it will …”
“Ow!” Lucas shrieked. “It bit me.”
“Pinch you. It pinched you.”
“Dude.”
“You know, I’m sure Captain Conner doesn’t appreciate you playing with his profits.”
Lucas laughed. “He said I can eat it later. I’m excited about it.”
“I bet.”
“How you feeling?” he asked.
Gene nodded. “Good. I’m loving the snow.”
“Me, too. But it won’t last. It was too warm yesterday.”
Gene gave him a friendly nudge. “Look at you paying attention.”
“I do. Are you excited?”
“Yeah.” Gene smiled, flicking his cigarette into the ocean.
“Ug, I bet I find that butt later in the belly of a fish.’
“I bet you don’t.”
“I bet I do.”
“Lucas.” Gene shook his head. “You make me laugh.”
“Good, I’m glad.”
“So, you asked me … now, I’ll ask you. Are you excited?”
“Very. Although, I’m really gonna miss living in the Aqua Man world.”
“You can always come back,” Gene said.
“Ha. No. Maybe. Who knows?”
Gene laughed.
“Thank you Uncle Gene for letting me go on this expedition.”
“You’re welcome, I wasn’t leaving you behind. Hopefully, we’ll get far enough south that we can reach the compound on radio.”
“Why haven’t we been able to reach them from here?” Lucas asked.
“Too far north, maybe. I don’t know.”
“What do you think we’ll find?”
Gene inhaled. “I don’t know. We do know that even five hundred miles south of here temperatures exceeded one thirty at times. I doubt we’ll find people. But you never know. My hope is that we find a way to let us know that life will go on. That not everything is dead forever.”
Lucas shook his head with a smile. “We already found that.” He pointed. “It’s beautiful here and life does go on. Everything is not dead forever … look at Mr. Crabb.” He held up the lobster.
“Will you put that thing back in water please?”
Lucas lowered his hand and put the lobster in the cooler. “There. Better?”
“Better. I guess … what I meant to say was, I hope when we go south, we find out it isn’t … Mars, as you have said so many times. That … the people in the compound can safely leave and this earth-changing, extinction event …” Gene said, placing his hand on Lucas’ back. “Is finally over.”




TWENTY-FOUR – THE BROTHERS, THE HOPE, THE END

Colorado Springs, CO
 
The command room was full. A lot fuller than it had been. Gabe looked around, he had spent so much time in that bunker, there wasn’t a person he didn’t know.
“Okay, folks,” Macintosh knocked down on the table to get everyone’s attention. “Let’s commence the meeting of the BOT or Bunker Opening Team. Twenty-two months, five days, four hours … that is how long we have been in here. And I’ll tell you, I am proud of everyone here. Everyone. It could have been bad. We could have been at each other’s throats. Well, some of us weren’t …” he looked at Wiley.
Wiley lifted his hands in defense. “I was only trying to make people understand they couldn’t go out there.”
Gabe snickered and looked at Owen, whispering, “He was really extreme.”
“I know.”
“There were a lot of good times here,” Macintosh said. “A lot.”
Gabe nodded. He remembered how rough it was at first, then the nine kids that lived in the bunker had trick-or-treated and that just seemed to jump start everything. Waiting for the first bunker Thanksgiving, then Christmas, then before he knew it, a year had passed.
Macintosh continued, “And we had some hard times. We lost some good people.”
The infection. It was something as simple as a common cold that just ravaged the bunker six months earlier, right after Christmas. Even quarantining people didn’t help, it was in the air. Gabe coughed for two months straight. Not a nagging cough, it just took over his lungs.
Owen for some reason never got sick.
But Stevie didn’t make it. Nearly everyone who had been compromised by the methane sickness didn’t beat the respiratory virus.
He was never quite the same when Delaney didn’t return, but he did meet someone and that made his passing all the more sad. He fell in love, had a child, the first child born in the new world, and then, sadly, died a few months later.
“You okay?” Owen asked.
“Just thinking about Stevie.” He drifted in, then gave his attention back to Macintosh.
“So, the memorial crew,” Macintosh said. “They have been working really hard at grave markers. How are the plans for a memorial park?” He looked at a woman to his left.
She nodded. “We’re ready, we just need an area after we open.”
“Ground search crews go out for that, after …” Macintosh pointed to Gabe. “Our flight crew does a preliminary fly over of the area.”
Gabe gave a thumbs up and a look to Jeff on his other side “Can I pilot?”
“You can pilot. I’ll be your Co.”
“Sweet.”
“And finally …” Macintosh extended a hand Wiley’s way. “Because for nearly two years we had to listen to him bitch, I thought I’d let him deliver the good news.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.” Wiley stepped forward. “I actually have three pieces of good news. The first, about two hours ago, we heard from Doctor Gene.”
Gabe immediately sat up and excitedly looked at Owen.
“They are well. Actually, very well,” Wiley said. “I’ll get into more later, but they only lost three people. Second good news, the last fire eruption was sixteen months ago. I can’t say about sinkholes, that will be for our pilots to look for. I can say that it looks like the temperatures have steadily dropped and have now stabilized.”
The entire room erupted into applause and cheers. Questions were shouted out about leaving and other things.
Macintosh whistled loudly to bring silence. “People, I know you want to get out. I know everyone, including myself, can’t wait to see the sky, but we have a problem. We don’t know what is out there. Our exterior cameras melted eighteen months ago. We don’t know what it’s like. It could be a barren dried up wasteland.”
“We have had storms lately,” Wiley added. “So it could be fine. It’s eighty degrees now. A normal June day, from in here. So before we make it public that the blast door is open …” Wiley winced when everyone shouted again.
“The doors are open?” someone yelled.
“When were you gonna tell us?”
“Can we go?”
“When can we go?”
“People!” Wiley screamed. “That was the third piece of good news and you just … ruined my moment.” He took a second to calm down. “Now, what I was saying is, before we make it public the doors are open, anyone who wants to go out and check to make sure it’s safe, we’ll head up now. Once we see it is okay, then we’ll let everyone out.”
Gabe couldn’t wait. He and Owen always sat in the back of the room for a quick meeting escape and this meeting was no different.
Before anybody else was out of their chairs, the brothers were out the door.
“Uncle Gene’s alive.” Gabe smacked his hand on his brother’s.
“We knew it though,” Owen said. “They had to have found a place with open air. They couldn’t have stayed on the ship or they would have had the same thing we did.”
“You’re right. Guess we’ll find out soon.” It was the loudest Gabe had ever heard those hallways. He and Owen were the first on the elevator. Gabe was all for not waiting and heading up, until Macintosh called out.
“You better hold that carriage boys.”
Gabe shot out his hand to stop the doors.
“I’m the president.” Macintosh stepped in. “I go out first.”
Gabe knew it wasn’t a matter of chivalry on Macintosh’s part, it was curiosity and longing for fresh air.
A few more people squeezed in and the elevator rose to the top.
Macintosh was first out and approached two soldiers. “Anyone complain they couldn’t hit the escape area?”
“No, sir,” the one answered. “We told them it was a temperature problem.”
“Good. Good. Did you go out?”
“No, sir, waiting on you.”
Macintosh led the way.
Gabe knew before even seeing the door that it was open. He could feel the warmed air.
The sight of the open blast door nearly took his breath away. For nearly two years he looked at that monster piece of metal, waiting for it to open, and now it was.
Macintosh walked out first and shouted a gleeful “Smell that air!” His voice echoed in the tunnel.
Suddenly, Gabe’s enthusiasm stalled. He stopped walking.
People began to pass him.
“What is it?” Owen asked.
“Nothing. Just …” Gabe stepped through the door and looked down. “The boxes are gone.”
“So he made it back here,” Owen said.
“We can only hope.” Gabe started walking. “Chances are, the way things were topside, he didn’t make it.”
The brothers walked. They moved behind a large group already ahead of them. A group of loud, excited voices filled the tunnels, and more voices came from behind as the rest of BOT was just as anxious to get out.
Gabe breathed deeply though his nostrils. The air was fresh, it smelled so different than the complex. The people in front of them were mere silhouettes as the light at the end of the tunnel grew brighter and brighter.
He braced himself for the instant blindness he would face. Gabe moved slower, hoping his eyes would adjust before stepping out.
After all, they had artificial sunlight, how different could it be?
He thought wrong.
Everything turned white and washed out. “Uh, I can’t see.”
“Did you walk out with your eyes open?” Owen asked.
“How the hell else was I supposed to walk out?”
“With them closed, then you open them.”
Gabe felt Owen grab his arm. “Can you see?”
“Probably more than you can right …” Owen stopped.
“What? What’s wrong?”
“Blink several times. So you can see.”
“See what?” Gabe asked.
“Gary.”
Before he could gasp out a shocked, ‘what’, Gary came into focus. He stood with Macintosh. “Oh my God.” Gabe ran over. “Oh my God. You made it.”
Gary smiled, embracing Gabe, then he embraced Owen. “I did. Thank you for the supplies. Not that they lasted all that long.”
“You look good,” Gabe said.
“You look pale,” Gary replied. “Like you need some sun.”
“Dude,” Owen said. “Temps were like over one forty for like months.”
“Tell me about it. “
Gabe asked. “How did you do it? How did you survive?”
“I actually was at a loss and I have Ralph Cooper to thank,” Gary said.
“The actor?” Gabe asked.
Gary chuckled. “No, that’s Gary Cooper. Ralph Cooper was a mailman, he was one of the seventy that left here. Anyhow, that first day when the doors closed, I waited until night when it was cooler to head out to find a place. Ralph was out getting supplies and broke down. He told me where they were. Ready for this?” Gary asked. “The underground city beneath Denver International Airport. And that’s where I was.”
Owen stepped back “There’s an underground city under the airport?”
Gary nodded. “Oh, yeah. But it was originally built to transport things. It’s huge, but it’s not an alien base like Lucas thought when I told him.”
Gabe tilted his head. “You talked to Lucas?”
Gary nodded. “On the radio, yeah, first contact was a month ago. Gene, too. He was the one that said things settled. That it was safe. That’s why I headed this way. I figured camp out here until you guys emerged. I knew it was soon. We heard you, but you never heard us.”
“Wow.” Gabe shook his head. “And you’ve been out here a month.”
“It was a long month.”
Macintosh spoke up. “How is everything out there? Any livable places?”
“We’re scouting,” Gary replied.
“I have to know. Did you ever find Delaney?” Macintosh asked.
Gary nodded. “I did. It was tough, she was tough, and was pretty bad health wise.”
“Is she …” Macintosh paused.
“Dead?” Gary shook his head. “No, she’s alive. There was a nurse with the survivors. We were able to hit the hospital at night, get supplies. Nights were only good for about three weeks then we couldn’t go topside anymore. But we got her medication. It ran out. She’s doing well. She smokes a lot of weed. I mean … a lot of weed. Not saying it’s a substitute for medication, but she’s more stable. Stevie?”
Owen shook his head. “He died of the flu.”
“I’ll hold off breaking that news to Delaney,” Gary said.
“You might want to tell her she has a nephew.”
“No, shit.” Gary grinned. “Can you get any more proof that life goes on and life finds a way?”
Something about Gary’s words that very moment struck a chord with Gabe. He had heard them before and uttered them before, but to be said at that particular moment brought it all to light.
Hearing them moments after emerging from a mountain bunker, by a man who defied the odds, was just overwhelming.
The world was a breath away from being a scorched earth.
Man was nearly brought to extinction.
The end to humanity was so close.
Despite the hardships, the losses and the obstacles thrown their way … they survived.
The birth of the first baby, Stevie’s son, showed there would be a tomorrow and a next generation.
Surmised by Gary when he simply reacted and stated, “Life goes on.”
Life finds a way.
They did.
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Winds of Ares
 
The clear blue skies suddenly turn bright pink and within a few seconds it begins … nature explodes with a vengeance
We Who Remain
 
It happens on a routine red-eye from Las Vegas to New York.

Just as the plane breaks the early morning sky, in a blink of an eye, 144 passengers onboard flight 6520 die.
Bleak
 
Reyanne Harper is an elementary school teacher in a not-so-normal world. Destructive hail storms and earthquakes, food shortages, and significantly rising sea levels are becoming the new norm.

But there is a plan to save the human race. A plan Reyanne unknowingly helped to formulate.
10:37
 
In a single moment of time, ninety percent of the world’s population drops dead. Throats closing, they choke and unable to breathe… they die within seconds. It is just the beginning.
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